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This article describes results from the Oregon Latino Youth Survey, which was designed
to identify factors that promote or hinder academic success for Latino middle school and
high school youngsters. The study samples included a total of 564 Latino and non-Latino
students and parents. Analyses showed that Latino students reported a high frequency of
discriminatory experiences and institutional barriers at school, and Latino students and
their parents were more likely to experience institutional barriers compared to non-Lati-
nos. Furthermore, Latino students and parents reported that they and/or their youngsters
were more likely to drop out of school compared to non-Latinos. Path models showed that
lower acculturation and more institutional barriers were related to less academic suc-
cess for Latino students. More parent academic encouragement and staff extracurricular
encouragement were associated with better academic outcomes for Latino students.
Finally, family socioeconomic disadvantage had an indirect effect on Latino youngster
academic success, through effects on parent monitoring and school involvement.
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School success is among the most important correlates of overall physical,
mental, and social well-being. In fact, academic functioning is known to be
highly related to a host of other important outcomes for youths including sub-
stance use, delinquency, and associations with deviant peers (Hawkins,
Catalano, & Miller, 1992; Loeber & Dishion, 1983). Students who drop out
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from school experience lower income, greater unemployment, are signifi-
cantly overrepresented in the adult corrections population, and are more
likely to require social services during their lifetimes compared to high
school graduates (Rumberger & Larson, 1994; Secada et al., 1998).

For Latinos, such findings are extremely troubling because of the large
number of population members that may be affected by continuing failure in
the academic domain. The Latino population is the largest and most rapidly
growing ethnic subgroup in the United States, growing at a rate of about 4.5
times the rate for the rest of the population between 1990 and 2000 (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2001). Given this context, it is not surprising that many
school systems around the country are not prepared to address the needs of an
increasingly culturally pluralistic student population. As a result, Latinos
continue to be overrepresented in samples of families at risk for poor behav-
ioral and mental health outcomes (Chavez & Roney, 1990; Vega et al., 1998;
Vega & Rumbaut, 1991), and Latino students evidence school dropout rates
of about 2 to 3.5 times the rate for White non-Latino students (National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics, 2000). Moreover, as the Latino student popula-
tion continues to increase concurrent with tightening state and federal
education budgets, this situation can only get worse. Information is clearly
needed on what factors increase and decrease risk for Latino student aca-
demic failure. Furthermore, to strengthen intervention approaches designed
to improve outcomes for Latino students, we need more studies that identify
risk and protective factors that are both malleable and proximal to academic
outcomes.

In this article, we describe the results of the Latino Youth Survey (LYS), a
cross-sectional study focusing on the predictors of academic success for
Latino and non-Latino middle school and high school youngsters. The LY'S
was carried out through an intensive community effort to explore the factors
that promoted and hindered school success for Latino youths and was
embedded as part of a larger Latino youth mentoring project. Comparative
analyses of survey data provided an opportunity to describe potential differ-
ences between Latino and non-Latino youngsters’ and parents’ experiences
of the school environment. Structural equation modeling was used to test an
integrative theoretical framework that specifies some of the relevant mecha-
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nisms involved in the pathway toward academic success for Latino youths
and how the contextual factor of acculturative stress affects academic
success.

Etiology of School Failure

School failure is not arandom act. Rather, it is the consequence of a host of
interacting influences that can set children on a trajectory toward a lifetime
of difficulties. The exact causes of dropping out are complex and not well
understood, but it is clear that individual factors that lead to dropping out for
Latinos are similar to those for other groups; low achievement, dissatisfac-
tion with school, a need to begin work early, and (for girls) early pregnancy
all contribute to dropping out (Fashola & Slavin, 1997). At the group level,
high poverty, language issues, and recent immigration status have been
shown to relate to higher drop-out rates for Latinos. Yet, even with such vari-
ables controlled, Latinos still evidence higher drop-out rates than their non-
Latino peers (Rumberger, 1995; Secada et al., 1998). Thus, Latino students
face a greater risk of dropping out than other students regardless of their
position in society.

Although conceptual models articulating the pathways toward school fail-
ure for Latinos are sparse, social interaction learning theory is one widely
replicated developmental model that delineates how risk and protective fac-
tors influence adolescent problem behaviors including school failure (see
Reid, Patterson, & Snyder, 2002). Within a social interaction learning frame-
work, family members and peers are presumed to influence each other’s
behavior in a bidirectional shaping process (e.g., parent to child and child to
parent). Parent-child and peer-child interactions are hypothesized to directly
shape child and adolescent adjustment. In contrast, contextual factors (e.g.,
socioeconomic status, family structure transitions, parental adjustment,
neighborhood, marital adjustment, and social support) are thought to exert
their effects on youth adjustment indirectly, most notably through their
effects on parenting practices. If one or more negative contexts or life experi-
ences impinge on a family, multiple aspects of parenting practices can suffer,
and the adjustment of children and adolescents can be negatively affected.
Thus, according to this model, the effects of contextual factors on young-
sters’ negative adjustment (e.g., school failure) are hypothesized to occur
indirectly, through their impact on parenting practices.

A variety of studies have been conducted that support aspects of the social
interaction learning model for mostly non-Latino samples. For example,
there is considerable evidence that parenting practices are a proximal focal
point in the etiology of early- to mid-adolescence problem behaviors, includ-
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ing school failure (Dishion, Capaldi, & Yoerger, 1999; Dishion & Loeber,
1985), particularly in terms of mediating the impact of contextual factors on
those behaviors. Specifically, in several studies, coercive discipline practices
mediated the relationship between parental stress and negative youth anti-
social behavior (Conger, Patterson, & Ge, 1995; Forgatch, Patterson, & Ray,
1996; Patterson, 1986). Similarly, lax monitoring, coercive discipline, and
poor problem solving have been found to mediate the relationship between
parental psychopathology (e.g., antisocial qualities, depression) and youth
antisocial behavior (Forgatch & DeGarmo, 1997; Patterson & Dishion,
1985).

More recently, we conducted two studies that tested the mediation of
social context effects on youth adjustment by parenting practices. Both stud-
ies employed the Oregon Divorce Study sample of divorcing mothers and
their sons (Grades 1 to 3). The first study showed that the effect of mothers’
education on child academic achievement was mediated by parent academic
skill building (DeGarmo, Forgatch, & Martinez, 1999). The second study
showed that the effect of family structure transitions on child behavioral,
emotional, and academic adjustment was mediated by positive and coercive
parenting factors (Martinez & Forgatch, 2002).

Expanding the Model for the Latino Population:
The Role of Acculturation

Although the social interaction learning model has not been thoroughly
researched for generalizability to Latino groups, a variety of studies have
shown that family and parenting factors predict academic and related prob-
lems for Latino youngsters. For example, Dumka, Roosa, and Jackson
(1997) showed that immigrant and U.S.-born Mexican American mothers’
greater acculturation predicted more consistent discipline, which in turn pre-
dicted less depression and conduct problems among their fourth-grade chil-
dren. Vega, Gil, Warheit, Zimmerman, and Apospori (1993) used self-report
data to show that family and parenting protective factors (i.e., respect, pride,
cohesion, parental support) contributed to a decreased disposition to devi-
ance for Cuban American adolescents, controlling for psychosocial and
acculturation variables. Similarly, Apospori, Vega, Zimmerman, Warheit,
and Gil (1995) found that high family pride and support buffered the relation-
ship between deviance and later drug use for Latino adolescent boys.

In another study, Gil, Wagner, and Vega (2000) examined the longitudinal
relationships between acculturation (i.e., language use, nativity), accultura-
tion strain, familism, parental respect, and later disposition to deviance and
alcohol involvement. Using structural equation modeling, they found that for
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both U.S.-born and foreign-born Latinos, greater acculturation was associ-
ated with more language conflicts and acculturative stress. Acculturative
stress was associated with lower familism and parental respect. Familism at
the beginning of the study predicted lower disposition to deviance 1 year
later. Greater parental respect also predicted less disposition to deviance for
U.S.-born Latino adolescents, which was associated with less alcohol
involvement 1 year later. Taken together, these findings underscore that
parenting factors are important proximal predictors of Latino youth out-
come. Factors such as acculturation are clearly important as well, but these
are likely to operate as distal influences on youth adjustment, mediated
through parenting.

Acculturation is a multidimensional construct that describes phenomena
resulting from continuous contact between groups of individuals from differ-
ent cultures and subsequent changes in the cultural patterns of one or both
groups (Berry, 1998). Because acculturation is multidimensional, including
such factors as language proficiency, language use, nativity, cultural-related
behavioral preferences, and ethnic identity, no consistent or uniform defini-
tion or measurement strategy has been used in the literature (Cabassa, 2003;
Escobar & Vega, 2000; Rogler, Cortes, & Malgady, 1991). In the United
States, most acculturation researchers have assumed that increments of in-
volvement in the American host culture entail corresponding decrements of
involvement in traditional culture. However, some researchers have argued
the need to abandon this assumption and assess Latinoness, Americanism,
and biculturalism separately (Szapocznik, Kurtines, & Fernandez, 1980).

In an attempt to empirically summarize the body of research on Latino
acculturation, Rogler et al. (1991) conducted a review of studies examining
the linkage between acculturation and mental health status in Latino samples.
Although lack of measurement uniformity made formal quantitative meta-
analysis impossible, the authors cited numerous studies that found both lin-
ear positive and linear negative relationships between acculturation and psy-
chological distress, and other studies that showed a curvilinear relationship
with biculturalism associated with better mental health. Such divergence
suggests that linear theories about acculturation effects are insufficient to
account for the process of adjustment (Gil, Vega, & Dimas, 1994). Moreover,
acculturation itself is a marker variable for other psychosocial processes
(e.g., ethnic identity processes, experience of structural barriers) that should
be measured as potential explicating variables that link acculturation with
family outcomes (Escobar & Vega, 2000). Despite such equivocal findings
about the directions of relationships between acculturation and outcomes for
youths, greater levels of acculturation have been shown to predict increased
risk for substance use, psychological distress, psychiatric illness, and delin-



Martinez et al. / Promoting School Success 133

quent behavior (Amaro, Whitaker, Coffman, & Heeren, 1990; Ortega,
Rosenheck, Alegria, & Desai, 2000; Vega et al., 1993).

Although greater levels of acculturation may relate to higher risk for
social, psychological, and emotional difficulties for some Latino children,
the role of acculturation in predicting academic outcomes is less understood.
For many children, greater and more rapid acculturation to the norms of
mainstream school environments may promote greater success at school
(Kao & Tienda, 1995). This may be particularly true in school systems that
do not support a multicultural curriculum focus and/or have limited support
for non-English speakers. Research linking acculturation with school suc-
cess for Latino youngsters has shown that factors such as recent immigration
and limited English proficiency increase the risk of dropping out for Latino
students (Rumberger, 1995). For example, according to data from the
National Center for Education Statistics (2000), the drop-out rate for Latino
youths born outside the United States (44.2%) was more than double the
drop-out rate for first-generation (14.6%) and second-generation (15.9%)
Latino youths.

Research Questions

The major goals of this article are twofold. First, we describe key factors
in the school experiences of Latino middle school and high school students
and parents, and we contrast these experiences with the reported experiences
of non-Latino students and parents. Second, we present models based on
our culturally informed extension of social interaction learning theory that
examine predictors of academic success and drop-out likelihood for Latino
students.

Method

Project Background

The process that led to the LYS was initiated in 1998 after a group of com-
munity members met to discuss the needs of Latino youths in Lane County,
Oregon schools. Ultimately, more than 20 community representatives and
professionals from the local education system, social services agencies, and
governmental organizations formed an advisory group. In 1999, the advisory
group acquired local funding to develop a student-directed Latino youth
mentoring program. More than 20 students received stipends during that
summer to develop a survey for Latino youths and parents intended to inform
the community at large about the experiences of Latinos in Oregon schools.
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Specifically, the project goals were to (a) identify positive aspects of Latino
student experiences and activities; (b) identify opportunities to address un-
met needs; and (c) create a coalition comprising parents, youths, service pro-
viders, and community leaders designed to help address the needs of Latino
youths.

Student interns selected for the program were local Latino high school
students. The group received formal and informal training on the scientific
process, survey research methods, and literature searching and reviewing.
Prominent community professionals from schools, social services, univer-
sity, and juvenile justice settings provided mentoring. Latino and non-Latino
parent and youth versions of the survey were developed, piloted, and admin-
istered during the following academic year to youths in Grades 7 through 12.
A separate survey was also administered to the parents of middle school and
high school youths.

In the summer of 2000, leaders in the Latino community and scientists
from the Oregon Social Learning Center (OSLC) began a collaboration to
mentor a second group of Latino students in data analysis, interpretation, and
presentation. All participants had been program members during the summer
of 1999. In addition to developing further skills in social science research
methods, interns acquired new skills in computing and grassroots organiz-
ing. The summer’s 10-week training program culminated in a formal student
presentation of survey results to leaders in the Latino community, politicians,
law enforcement personnel, school officials, social scientists, social services
providers, and student families.

Survey Participants

Data were collected from three different samples. The first sample of 314
youth participants was drawn from four school districts in Lane County, Ore-
gon. The second sample of 116 participants was drawn from student atten-
dees of the Oregon State Latino Youth Summit sponsored by the Oregon
Commission on Hispanic Affairs. The third sample comprised 130 parents
from Lane County, Oregon, who agreed to complete the survey or to be inter-
viewed. Participating parents were not necessarily those whose children
completed the youth survey. Youth participants were enrolled in school be-
tween the 6th and 12th grades. To protect privacy, no identifying data were
collected from participants such as name, age, or gender.

Ethnicity. Participants were classified as Latino or non-Latino. For the
youth surveys, youths were classified as Latino or non-Latino by official
school records and teacher and staff reports (i.e., the “knowledgeable other”
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method; Foster & Martinez, 1995). We also examined the level of agreement
between this classification method and students’ self-identification of their
ethnic backgrounds. For the Lane County youth data, 162 participants were
classified as Hispanic/Latino. Of those, most (74%) self-identified as Latino.
The remaining 26% self-identified as belonging to another racial/ethnic
group (7%) or as multiracial (14%), or they did not answer the question (5%).
An additional 152 Lane County youngsters were classified as non-Latino. Of
those, most (69%) self-identified as European/White. An additional 21% of
youngsters classified as non-Latino self-identified as belonging to other eth-
nic groups (including about 6% who identified themselves as Hispanic/
Latino). The remaining non-Latino youngsters indicated that they were mul-
tiracial (7%) or did not answer the question. In contrast, all youngsters
attending the Oregon State Latino Youth Summit were classified as Latino.
Most students (62%) identified themselves as Hispanic/Latino. However, an
additional 7% self-identified as belonging to another racial/ethnic group, and
a relatively large group of youngsters (31%) did not answer the question.

For the parent surveys, parents self-identified as Latino or non-Latino.
Specifically, 73 participants (56%) self-identified and were classified as
Hispanic/Latino. Fifty-one participants (39%) identified as belonging to a
different racial/ethnic group or were multiracial. These participants were
classified as non-Latino. Of those participants classified as non-Latino, most
(74%) self-identified as European/White. Ethnic self-identification data
were missing for 6 participants (5%) and were therefore excluded from com-
parative analyses.

Although participants were not specifically asked to provide country of
origin information, local sociodemographic data indicate that about 78% of
Latino families in Oregon trace their family roots to Mexico, with most of the
remaining 22% tracing their roots to other countries in Central and South
America (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).

Other demographic characteristics. Most parents (79%) indicated that
they were employed at the time of the survey. Five percent were not presently
working outside the home, 12% were full-time homemakers, 2% indicated
that they were full-time students, and 2% did not answer. Fifty-four percent
indicated that they were born outside the United States. Most (88%) of these
participants were in the Latino parent group.

Survey Description and Data Collection Procedures

Approximately 494 consent forms were mailed to Latino families, and
370 consent forms were mailed to non-Latino families in Lane County seek-
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ing parental consent for their and/or their youngster’s participation. Approxi-
mately 33% of Latino parents and 41% of non-Latino parents consented for
their youngster to participate. Furthermore, 23% of Latino parents and 15%
of non-Latino parents agreed to participate. Because the Latino state student
survey was administered during a statewide gathering of students, and a prior
consent was not required, the participation rate for the Oregon State Latino
sample was quite high (i.e., greater than 90%).

In the Lane County youth sample, surveys were administered to groups of
students in classrooms. In the Oregon State youth survey, participating stu-
dents completed the survey in a large group during the Latino Youth Summit.
In all administrations, project personnel were present during data collection
to answer questions. Survey completion was anonymous; no student names
or identifying information was requested. The youth survey included 46
questions, with additional subquestions. Individual survey items included
Likert-type, forced-choice, and open-ended questions. Various items
assessed respondents’ satisfaction with school, involvement in school, dis-
criminatory and unwelcoming school experiences, school performance (e.g.,
grades, types of classes taken, etc.), language/acculturation levels, parenting
factors, social support availability, and demographic characteristics (e.g.,
ethnicity, employment status, nativity, parent education, etc.).

For the parent sample, surveys were administered via telephone inter-
views. The parent survey was similar to the youth version, consisting of 45
items assessing parents’ satisfaction and involvement in their youngsters’
school, knowledge about school programs and personnel, welcomingness of
school environment, parenting practices, homework participation, youngster
school performance, and demographic characteristics (e.g., parent employ-
ment status, family income, parent ethnicity, etc.).

Both versions of the survey were available in English and Spanish. Copies
of the surveys are available from the first author.

Analytic Strategy

Statistical results from student and parent data sets are presented in three
forms: (a) comparisons of average scores between the three Latino and non-
Latino student groups on the central study variables using one-way analysis
of variance (ANOVA) and post hoc pairwise tests (Bonferroni tests), (b)
comparisons of average scores between only two groups at a time (e.g., those
between state and county Latino students and those between Latino and non-
Latino parents) using independent sample ¢ tests, and (c) structural equation
modeling (SEM) to evaluate theoretical process models.
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Results

The means, standard deviations, and statistically significant group differ-
ence tests of all major study variables are presented in Table 1 for the student
data sets and in Table 2 for the parent data set. Outcome variables were orga-
nized in both tables by three conceptual domains represented in the theoreti-
cal model: (a) social and acculturation contexts, (b) parenting practices, and
(c) youngster adjustment. Significant pairwise comparisons between groups
are presented in the far-right columns of the tables and were reported if
groups were significantly different from one another at the p <.05 to p <.001
levels. If no significant differences were detected between any two groups on
any study variable, an ns notation was used.

Social and Acculturation Contexts

In terms of nativity status, many more non-Latinos were born in the
United States compared with Latinos. For youngsters, the vast majority of
non-Latinos (97%) reported being born in the United States, whereas much
fewer county (51%) and state (35%) Latino students indicated they had been
born in the United States. Similarly, 80% of non-Latino parents reported
being born in the United States, whereas only 26% of Latino parents were
born in the United States. Of the Latino parents who were foreign-born, most
(58%) had been in the United States for 10 years or less. In terms of English
proficiency, Latino students and parents reported less English proficiency
than non-Latinos, and state Latino students were less proficient in English
than county Latino students. Using an estimate of income based on responses
from parents, Latino parents were estimated to have significantly less per
capita yearly income (i.e., yearly dollars per person living in the household)
than non-Latino parents.

About 50% of Latino students reported having experienced discrimina-
tion for being Latino or observed this type of discrimination occurring to
someone else. Both Latino student groups reported experiencing more barri-
ers to participation in school activities (e.g., not receiving information, not
having time because of work, prohibitive fees, not feeling comfortable
around school people) than non-Latino students. Latino parents also reported
more barriers to their participation in their children’s school than non-Latino
parents. Latino parents reported having had somewhat more unwelcoming
experiences at their children’s school than non-Latino parents. Although
there were no significant differences between Latinos and non-Latinos in
terms of the frequency of parents helping with homework, Latino parents
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reported having more difficulty helping with homework. Latino youngsters
reported less availability of social support (i.e., having people to talk to about
serious life issues) than non-Latino youngsters.

Parenting Practices

County Latino and non-Latino students reported higher levels of parent
academic skill encouragement (e.g., rewarding good grades, giving conse-
quences for school failure) than state Latino students, but there were no dif-
ferences between Latino and non-Latino parent report of academic skill
encouragement. Non-Latino parents reported greater monitoring and super-
vision of their children (e.g., having serious talks with them, knowing their
friends, and knowing whether they hang out with deviant peers) than Latino
parents.

Youth Adjustment

Although Latino and non-Latino parents did not differ in their report of
their youngster’s grade point average (GPA), both county and state Latino
students reported having worse grades than non-Latino students. Although
no group indicated they were particularly likely to drop out, both groups of
Latino students reported being more likely to drop out than non-Latino stu-
dents. Similarly, compared with non-Latino parents, Latino parents reported
that their youngsters were more likely to drop out. Even though no differ-
ences emerged between Latino and non-Latino parents in terms of their
report of their youngsters having contact with gang members, more Latino
students from the state and county reported having gang contact (e.g., know-
ing someone who is in a gang, having a good friend who is in a gang) than
non-Latino students.

Predicting School Success

To advance our understanding of the processes and experiences of Latino
students and parents, and to provide some initial tests of our conceptual
frame, we conducted a series of path models with data from Latino students
and parents. Data from the state and county Latino students were combined
for this analysis. There were two main outcome variables measuring the stu-
dent’s school success—the student’s GPA and how likely it was he or she
would drop out of school. The predictor factors were based on variables mea-
suring the students’ and parents’ social and acculturation contexts, as well as
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NOTE: CFl = Comparative Fit Index.

parenting practices. Two models were examined using Latino youth data, and
one model was examined using Latino parent data.

The first model examined the role of acculturation factors and institu-
tional barriers in predicting Latino students’ school success. Results of the
first model are shown in Figure 1 with standardized path coefficients. The
overall model demonstrated good fit to the data, *(16) = 23.36, p = .10, with
a Comparative Fit Index (CFI) of .99. Results from this model indicated that
greater student acculturation (modeled as a latent construct of U.S. nativity,
English proficiency, and English use at home) predicted lower likelihood of
dropout (B =-.32) but was not significantly related to student-reported GPA
(B =.00). On the other hand, greater institutional barriers (measured by dis-
criminatory experiences, school satisfaction, and unwelcoming experiences)
significantly predicted both lower GPA (§ = —.37) and greater likelihood of
dropping out of school (B =.27), controlling for students acculturation level.

The second model focused on the role of academic encouragement by
staff members at school and by parents in the home, and the resultant path
model demonstrated good fit to the data, X2(2) =.13,p=.86, CFI=1.00. This



Martinez et al. / Promoting School Success 143

Extracurricular 10* R%= 25
Encouragement 10
%rade @
oint
s % Average
AA%
3 Homework ,
Frequency Q2
R2= .09
Parent Drop-Out @
Academic -14* »| Likelihood
Encouragement

Figure 2. School and parental academic encouragement predicting Latino stu-
dents’ school success: x2(2) =.13, p=.86,n=278,CFl =1.00, *p < .05,
*p<.01,***p<.001.

NOTE: CFI = Comparative Fit Index.

model indicated that academic encouragement experienced at school, aca-
demic encouragement received by parents, and homework all significantly
predicted a student’s school success. Results of the academic encouragement
model are presented in Figure 2. Starting at the left side of the model, both
staff extracurricular encouragement and parent academic encouragement
predicted frequency of homework completed by the student (3 =.12 and =
.31, respectively). As expected, greater frequency of completing homework
was related to higher GPA (B = .48) and less likelihood of dropping out (B =
—.21). Not only did greater school and parental encouragement predict
greater school success through homework, but more staff encouragement
also had a direct association with a higher GPA (B = .10), and parental
encouragement had a direct association with staying in school (B =-.14). The
fact that encouragement experienced at school was correlated with encour-
agement at home, coupled with the fact that these two variables predict
school success, underscores the potential importance of positive parent-
school relationships for Latino students.

The final model was tested with data from Latino parents and examined
the relationships between social contexts (i.e., per capita income in this case),
parenting practices (i.e., monitoring, school involvement), and youth aca-
demic success. The model demonstrated adequate fit to the data, Xz(l) =.86,
p =.35, CFI=1.00, and is shown in Figure 3. Higher per capita income was
associated with greater parent school involvement (B = .44) and more moni-
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Figure 3. Per capita income predicting parenting factors and Latino students’
school success: x2(1) =.86,p=.35,n=73,CFl=1.00,*p<.05,**p<.01,
***p < .001.

toring (B =.27). Greater parent school involvement predicted greater student
homework completion frequency (B = .25), which predicted a higher GPA
(B =.62) and lower likelihood of dropout (B =-.30). More parental monitor-
ing was associated with lower likelihood of dropout ( = —.35). Consistent
with our theoretical perspective, per capita income did not have direct effects
on youngster academic success.

Discussion

Although it is clear that many Latino students face difficulties succeeding
at school, little is known about the specific factors that promote and hinder
success for these students. Findings from the LYS data set shed light on
school factors that differentiated Latino and non-Latino students and show
how these factors relate to academic success for Latino students. Compara-
tive findings showed that Latino students experience an unacceptably high
rate of institutional barriers (e.g., discrimination, low access to staff re-
sources) that can impede their progress at school. Latino students and parents
also reported experiencing more barriers to their participation at school than
did non-Latino students and parents. Although Latino students did not indi-
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cate they were particularly likely to drop out of school, they reported being
more likely to do so than their non-Latino peers. Similarly, Latino parents
also reported that their youngsters were more likely to drop out than did non-
Latino parents.

For the prediction models, data collected on student acculturation, institu-
tional barriers, and academic encouragement (particularly by parents) were
important predictors of school success for Latinos. Higher levels of academic
and institutional barriers, measured by discriminatory experiences and satis-
faction with school resources, translated to lower likelihood of successful
grades and projected likelihood of staying in school. On the other hand, the
data showed that academic encouragement by parents and extracurricular
encouragement by school staff members served as a key protective factor
promoting school success for Latino youths.

Finally, in the face of difficult life circumstances such as low socioeco-
nomic status, these data showed that parents and family played a particularly
important role in protecting Latino youngsters from experiencing the nega-
tive consequences of these events. For example, academic encouragement
and being able to talk to parents about important life issues, along with school
support, led to greater student homework completion frequency. Frequency
of homework, as expected, promoted greater school success.

Findings from the present survey identify a number of structural barriers
that may have a substantial influence on school success and failure of Latino
students. Difficult social and culturally specific life circumstances such as
low income, experiences of discrimination, and feeling unwelcome at school
represent significant challenges to Latino student school success. Moreover,
Latino students are more likely to experience such structural barriers than
their non-Latino peers.

These findings also demonstrate some of the complexity in understanding
the impact of acculturation processes on outcomes for youngsters. The litera-
ture is replete with findings that show that greater levels of acculturation are
related to worse adjustment outcomes (e.g., substance use, delinquency,
deviant peer association) for Latino youngsters. The findings presented here
suggested the opposite—higher levels of acculturation predicted better
school outcomes. We think this finding may be a product of the cultural
inflexibility of the educational system compared to other social systems. In
situations where a system is not flexible enough to accommodate a pluralistic
and culturally heterogeneous student population, students learn that they
must assimilate quickly to the demands of the system in order to succeed.
One can imagine this being a particularly difficult course to steer for Latino
youngsters, especially when the same push toward greater acculturation
levels may enhance their risk for poor outcomes in other domains.
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These findings suggest that such complex and inflexible systems must
change to promote academic success for all children. Teachers and adminis-
trators must be better equipped to deal with children in their increasingly
diverse classrooms. They must be accountable for achieving goals set by
their districts and communities for increasing their expertise in diversity.
Educators must also have access to culturally inclusive curriculum materials
and be willing to adapt standard materials when such multicultural curric-
ulum is unavailable.

Atanindividual level, dealing with structural barriers in educational insti-
tutions may be complicated by insufficient coping strategies for adolescent
minorities, especially ones that are founded on help seeking, network build-
ing, and social support (Stanton-Salazar, 2001). Invisible to most school offi-
cials, social estrangement of adolescents and lack of trust and confidence in
significant others and in key school agents result in a lack of a help-seeking
initiative and overall resignation to unsponsored self-reliance. For example,
in a large multisample study of Latino students, interviews with adolescents
showed how a lack of confianza (trust) inhibited youths to engage in help-
seeking behaviors among teachers and even for academic support from
parents and peers (Stanton-Salazar, 2001).

Furthermore, outwardly raging adolescents who openly express their sub-
jective alienation in attention-getting ways were more the exception than the
norm among Latino students. Stanton-Salazar’s (2001) extensive network
analyses indicated that about half of Latino students’ relations with school
personnel were socially organized in ways that obstructed the formation of
supportive relations and active help-seeking behavior. Feelings such as quiet
shame, confusion, and powerlessness are the accompanying sentiments of
many low-status adolescents and were often masked by youthful bravado or
stoicism. Such cognitive orientations toward school and authority figures are
often associated with individual and collective efforts to demonstrate con-
tempt for the surrounding forces of social stratification. These feelings can be
aggravated by adolescents’ attempts to “decode the system” and thereby
demystify the many challenges lower status minority students face (Stanton-
Salazar, 2001).

Stanton-Salazar’s (2001) data also indicated that although resilient Latino
students demonstrated good rapport and supportive relations with one or two
teachers, the evidence also suggested that most adolescents were not embed-
ded in a tightly knit and coordinated web of teachers, counselors, and staff
members. Therefore, institutional mediations or family- and community-
based cultural strategies operate principally as a buffer against the full burden
of class and racial stratification that is pervasive in the dominant culture of
education and social policy (Stanton-Salazar, 2001). What is needed are
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more systematic efforts that integrate family, community, and school efforts
that foster social skills and problem-solving styles, network building, role
modeling, advocacy, and mobilization of resources across multiple sites
(Stanton-Salazar, Vasquez, & Mehan, 2000).

Although we think systems must change to address structural barriers for
Latino students, we also recognize that such changes are very slow to devel-
opment and may be even more distal to student academic success. These
findings implicate Latino parents and family as being essential to, and per-
haps more proximal to, student outcomes. Familia is the most powerful
protective force for many Latino children. We need to develop and refine
intervention strategies that enhance parents’ abilities to promote success for
their children. Such strategies need to be developed in partnership with
communities and schools.

Limitations and Strengths of the LYS Data Set

The LYS data set has some important limitations and strengths that must
be considered in interpreting the results. The first limitation concerns the
ethnic group classification method used in the survey. As discussed above,
all participants were classified as Latino or non-Latino for the present arti-
cle. Parent self-report was used to classify parents as Latino or non-Latino.
Ethnic group classification of youth data was based on a knowledgeable
other method. Although there was significant agreement between youth self-
report and the knowledgeable-other classification, some disagreement was
also observed. As noted in Foster and Martinez (1995), child ethnic self-
identification and knowledgeable-other classification methods have dis-
tinct advantages and disadvantages. For example, children’s ability to self-
identify correctly may be hampered by the use of unfamiliar labels or by lack
of representation of a particular label on the list (Bernal, Knight, Garza,
Ocampo, & Cota, 1990; Foster & Martinez, 1995). Similarly, school officials
or records may not be able to provide accurate classifications, especially for
individuals who are bicultural (Foster & Martinez, 1995).

Classification of youngsters as non-Latino also presents an important
methodological issue especially because this classification was used as the
comparison group in this article. Although many of the non-Latino individu-
als self-identified as European/White, others self-identified as belonging to
non-Latino ethnic minority groups or indicated they were biracial. We
strongly encourage readers of this report to interpret the results cautiously in
light of these complexities and the great heterogeneity of the groups de-
scribed in this report.
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A second limitation concerns the sample and data collection methods.
Neither the youth nor the parent sample can be considered random samples
taken from the population of Latino youths in Lane County and thus may be
biased in some unknown way. Furthermore, only one method of data collec-
tion was used, the questionnaire. Questionnaire responses may be biased in
certain ways, and this may affect the validity of the results. The use of other
techniques, such as independent observations, may yield different results.
Finally, responses were only obtained from students and parents. Their per-
ceptions may be quite different from those of teachers, administrators, and
other informed persons.

Although there are clear limitations to the data, we think these data
advance the literature in a number of key ways. First and foremost, to date,
there has been a dearth of studies that provide a glimpse into potential social
and family processes connected to the development of academic problems
among Latino youngsters. Second, these data give voice to students who
have previously had little voice in shaping school policy and prevention
efforts. Third, the samples used for the present study are relatively large,
increasing the potential external validity of the findings.

Furthermore, there were several methodological advantages to the re-
search design chosen for this survey. First, there were three subgroups of
Latinos sampled in different ways (e.g., parents, county students, and state
students). It is unlikely that there were systematic unknown biases operating
in the same manner for each subgroup of Latino participants. Therefore, any
similarities in process models of school adjustment are likely to reflect true
cultural experiences of Latinos in the local community and the state. Second,
the study focus is on Latino experiences. The inclusion of similar measures
for a comparison group of non-Latino students provides an additional source
of validating cultural experiences. Finally, the study capitalizes on multiple
sources of data that include structured items with ordinal scaling plus open-
ended qualitative questions in both English and Spanish that could only be
answered from the perspective of the participants themselves.
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