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ABSTRACT 

 
 Existing evidence suggests that children whose parents read to them from an early age 

perform significantly better on reading tests than children whose parents do not. However, little 

research has been done to examine the differential effects of parent-child reading based on 

Hispanicity and immigrant status, two important factors that are correlated with disadvantage in 

the classroom and in society as a whole. This paper aims to fill in this gap, using data from the 

Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99. Using ordinary least 

squares regression, I examine the effects of parental reading practices on children's kindergarten 

reading scores. I find that a) Hispanic immigrant children are at a significant disadvantage 

compared to their non-immigrant peers, and b) a large portion of this disadvantage can be 

attributed to differences in home language spoken and parental reading practices. Several policy 

implications are discussed, focusing primarily on expanding access to books for immigrant 

populations. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
 Parental engagement is a crucial factor in a child's education, because parents are their 

children's first teachers. The high malleability of the young brain, combined with the fact that 

young children tend to spend a huge amount of time with their parents, means that parents are in 

a unique position to impact their children's intellectual development. This may be especially true 

in families of Hispanic immigrants, which tend to be more close-knit because of the language 

and cultural barriers and community cohesiveness that can potentially divide them from native 

English-speaking Americans. Many studies have been done on the importance of parental 

engagement to child reading outcomes, but few (if any) have looked at this relationship 

specifically among Hispanic immigrants. This is a significant gap in the literature, not only 

because of the important role that language plays in reading acquisition, but also due to the fact 

that this is a population at greater risk of poverty and educational deficits. 

 Parents can engage with their children in many ways, including through speech, reading, 

and guided play. Each of these areas has been studied extensively for the effects it may have on 

children's intellectual and socio-emotional development (e.g., Bus, van Ijzendoorn, & Pellegrini, 

1995; Hoff, 2003; McFarlane et al., 2010). A general takeaway from many of these studies is that 

parenting is important, both in terms of quality and quantity. It is difficult to generalize beyond 

that, however, since specific effects often depend on the population being studied. As researchers 

search for differential effects based on factors like race and ethnicity, it is important that 

populations and sub-populations be well-defined, in order to limit generalizations across groups. 

Hispanic Americans, for example, have often been treated as a homogenous group, when in fact 

they vary widely along several important dimensions. One such dimension is immigrant status. 

Hispanic immigrants differ from Hispanic non-immigrants on a number of aspects that are 
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relevant to the issue of parental engagement, including English-speaking ability, extensiveness of 

social networks, access to social services, and access to childcare. For this reason, it is important 

to study Hispanic immigrants as a distinct and unique population. 

 This study addresses the question of whether parental engagement (and specifically, 

parent-child reading) among Hispanic immigrants with young children increases children's later 

reading achievement. It uses data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten 

Class of 1998-99 (ECLS-K). The ECLS-K is a longitudinal study of a nationally representative 

sample of children, along with their parents, teachers, and schools, focusing on children's early 

school experiences. Using data from the first two waves of the ECLS-K, this study focuses on 

the relationship between parent-child reading in the fall of kindergarten and child reading 

achievement in the spring of kindergarten. A number of other factors potentially impacting 

reading achievement are considered, most notably formal cognitive experiences and enrichment 

activities. “Formal cognitive experiences” refers to having attended preschool or formal 

childcare, while “enrichment activities” includes things such as trips to museums, concerts, and 

shows. Both of these factors can have direct effects on reading achievement, and can also be 

mediators for the relationship between parental engagement and reading achievement. For 

example, more engaged parents may be more likely to send their children to preschool and to 

take their children to museums and shows. Therefore, parental engagement can potentially 

impact reading achievement directly as well as indirectly through these two pathways. 

 The results of this study have the potential to illuminate an understudied topic, the 

importance of parental engagement among Hispanic immigrants. If parental engagement is found 

to have a direct positive effect on children's reading achievement, it is imperative that all parents 

be given the opportunity to read to their children. Policymakers should consider reducing barriers 
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to obtaining a library card for immigrants, particularly undocumented ones who may be 

discouraged from disclosing personal information. This would lend support to recently instituted 

programs in Oakland, San Francisco, and Los Angeles that provide “city services cards” to any 

person able to provide proof of identity and residency, regardless of immigration status. These 

cards allow undocumented immigrants to access city libraries and banking resources, which can 

help level the playing field for parents in terms of access to educational tools. Furthermore, this 

positive result could also motivate greater efforts to inform parents of the importance of the early 

years, for example, through a bilingual public awareness campaign. Lastly, if formal cognitive 

experiences or enrichment activities are found to positively affect reading achievement, this 

could motivate policymakers to support the universal preschool movement, reducer barriers to 

preschool enrollment for undocumented immigrants, and strive to bring more cultural events to 

ethnically diverse communities. 

 

II. BACKGROUND LITERATURE 
 

Hispanics at Risk 

 The Hispanic population of the United States requires particular attention because it is a 

unique and high-risk population. This stems from three major facts. First, Hispanics are more 

likely than non-Hispanics to be poor. In 2011, the poverty rate for Hispanics was 25.3%, more 

than two-and-a-half times the rate of 9.8% for non-Hispanic whites (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & 

Smith, 2012). Additionally, the median household income for Hispanics was only $38,624, 

compared to $55,412 for non-Hispanic whites – a difference of 43% (DeNavas-Walt et al., 

2012). Second, Hispanics are often geographically isolated. The average Hispanic person lives in 

a neighborhood that is predominantly Hispanic, with relatively few white neighbors (Logan & 
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Stults, 2010). Furthermore, while black-white residential segregation has declined substantially 

over the past 30 years, Hispanic-white segregation is at essentially the same level it was at in 

1980 (Logan & Stults, 2010). Finally, a high percentage of Hispanics don't speak English. The 

total population of Hispanics in the U.S. is approximately 52 million, and as of 2007, 34.5 

million Americans spoke Spanish in the home (Shin & Kominski, 2010). Of this group, nearly 

half (47%) said they did not speak English “very well,” and were thus considered in need of 

some English assistance. Language barriers are particularly great for recent immigrants. In 2007, 

foreign-born Spanish-speakers were 3.5 times more likely than native-born Spanish-speakers to 

speak English less than “very well” (73% vs. 21%) (Shin & Kominski, 2010). The combination 

of these facts puts Hispanics in a unique place in American society. Between the poverty, 

isolation, and language differences, Hispanics are often at a disadvantage when it comes to 

getting the resources necessary to advance in society. One area in which this comes into play is 

education, and specifically, parental involvement in education. 

 

Parental Engagement 

 This study's primary focus is on the relationship between early parental engagement and 

children's later reading achievement. The term “parental engagement” here refers to the 

involvement of a parent in his or her child's cognitive development outside of school. Activities 

such as speaking to one's child, reading, questioning, and teaching all fit into the category of 

parental engagement. There are several theoretical reasons why these types of activities could 

influence a child's later reading achievement. First, the more children are exposed to language 

and reading early on in life, the better equipped they will be to learn the mechanics of reading 

when it is presented to them later on in school. Second, reading to children can help improve 
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their concentration and discipline, skills that are generally associated with greater scholastic 

achievement. Finally, parent-child interactions can increase children's motivation and sense of 

control over their own academic success (Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994). 

 There is a long history of studies examining the relationship between early parental 

reading and later child learning outcomes. Much of this research is summarized in two meta-

analyses from the mid-1990s, each of which examined several decades of studies on parental 

reading and found generally positive but modest effects (Bus, van Ijzendoorn, & Pellegrini, 

1995; Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994). Bus et al. (1995) found that reading to preschoolers was 

associated with higher reading achievement, language growth, and emergent literacy. 

Scarborough & Dobrich (1994), on the other hand, found that reading to preschoolers was 

associated with higher reading achievement, but not higher language growth or emergent 

literacy. Bus et al. (1995) attributed this difference in findings to a more rigorous methodological 

approach that accounted for accumulating trends, rather than simply counting the number of 

statistically significant effects (which would tend to discount the importance of effects that are 

small in magnitude). Given its support from a large body of evidence, this argument is 

convincing. It is important to note that very few of the studies covered by either of these two 

meta-analyses reported negative effects; the vast majority of effects were either positive or 

neutral. 

 One downside of the aforementioned meta-analyses is that they both included a mix of 

correlational, longitudinal, and experimental studies. The inclusion of correlational studies is 

problematic because of the high probability of endogeneity bias due to the omission of 

unobservable variables. Correlational studies also run a risk of selection bias, because the parents 

who choose to read to their children (and thereby “select” into the sample) may be inherently 
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different from those who don't. In response to this concern, a more recent meta-analysis focused 

specifically on experimental and quasi-experimental “family literacy interventions” (Senechal & 

Young, 2008). In theory, experimental results should be more convincing because they allow 

researchers to control for a wide range of unobservable factors, such as parental motivation and 

value placed on education. Of the 16 interventions they looked at, Senechal & Young (2008) 

found generally positive effects in the studies in which parents “tutored specific literacy skills,” 

but no effects in the studies in which parents simply read to their children. This finding serves as 

a counterargument to the positive effects found by Bus et al. (1995) (and, to a lesser extent, 

Scarborough & Dobrich (1994)). While the studies considered by Senechal & Young (2008) are 

generally more methodologically sound, it is worth noting that their non-result is based on only 

three studies – far fewer than the 29 considered by Bus et al. (1995). Suffice it to say, the case is 

not yet closed regarding the effects of parental reading. This is particularly true for minority (and 

especially Hispanic) parents, who have long been understudied in this area. Of the dozens of 

studies examined in these three meta-analyses, only a few deal with minority parents, and not a 

single one focuses specifically on Hispanics. 

 

Other Important Factors 

 Parental engagement is far from the only factor that impacts children's reading 

achievement. Two other significant factors are considered in this study: formal cognitive 

experiences and enrichment activities. The first of these, “formal cognitive experiences,” refers 

to a child having attended preschool or some other preschool-like formal childcare program. The 

theoretical reasons why this might affect a child's later reading achievement are similar to the 

reasons given for parental engagement; namely, that preschool teaches both the mechanical 
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prerequisites of learning to read (e.g. recognizing letters) and the attitudes/behaviors necessary to 

succeed in a school setting (e.g. following directions). Indeed, the evidence on the benefits of 

preschool is quite strong. A recent literature review of preschool programs for low-income 

families found generally positive effects on reading achievement, some of which persisted 

several years into the future (Barnett, 2001). Additionally, two small, high-intensity preschool 

programs (the Abecedarian program and the High/Scope Perry Preschool Project) have 

demonstrated large effects on reading achievement that lasted through age 21 and beyond 

(Ramey et al., 1999; Schweinhart et al., 2005).  

 Enrichment activities is another factor that can potentially impact child reading 

achievement. The term “enrichment activities” refers to cognitively stimulating activities done 

outside the home or school setting – for example, trips to museums, plays, concerts, and parks. In 

theory, these types of activities can improve school performance by increasing a child's personal 

motivation and exposure to school-relevant skills. The evidence on enrichment activities is not as 

robust as the evidence on preschool, but there have been some positive findings. A study by 

Grolnick & Slowiaczek, for example, found that these types of activities (which they referred to 

as “intellectual/cognitive”) were associated with higher school grades for 11- to 14-year-olds 

(1994). Furthermore, several studies have found that the broad category of “cultural capital” is 

positively associated with children's academic outcomes (e.g. Sullivan, 2001). 

 Aside from the direct impacts that formal cognitive experiences and enrichment activities 

can have on reading achievement, they may also act as mediators in the relationship between 

parental engagement and reading achievement. These key relationships are depicted in Figure 1, 

a conceptual model of the relationship between parental engagement and reading achievement. 

Consider two separate pathways. In Pathway 1, greater parental engagement leads to greater 
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involvement in formal cognitive experiences, which in turn leads to greater reading achievement. 

According to this perspective, highly engaged parents may care more about their children's 

education, and thus be more likely to send their children to preschool (which in turn improves 

their reading). In Pathway 2, greater parental engagement leads to greater involvement in 

enrichment activities, which leads to greater reading achievement. According to this perspective, 

highly engaged parents may be more likely to take their children to museums, parks, and the like, 

thereby providing another avenue through which to improve their reading achievement. Thus, in 

sum, parental engagement can affect reading achievement directly as well as indirectly through 

these two pathways.  

 Of course, this whole conceptual model is somewhat predicated on the assumption that 

parents who wish to be “engaged” in their child's early education can do so. Unfortunately, this 

is not always the case. Certain groups and individuals may face barriers to parental engagement 

Figure 1 - Conceptual Model of the Relationship between Parental Engagement and Reading 
Achievement 
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that limit their ability to affect their children's school achievement. Wherever possible, it is 

helpful to consider these groups separately. One such group that has been consistently 

understudied is Hispanics, and specifically, Hispanic immigrants. 

 

Hispanic Immigrants 

 Hispanics differ from non-Hispanic whites in many ways – not just with respect to the 

poverty and demographic factors discussed above, but also on a number of dimensions directly 

relevant to the issue of parental engagement and reading achievement. For instance, on average, 

Hispanic parents read to their children less than non-Hispanic parents (Yarosz & Barnett, 2001). 

Much of this difference can be attributed to language differences. Yarosz & Barnett (2001) found 

that 84% of mothers who spoke English at home had read to their children during the past week, 

compared to only 48% of mothers who didn't speak English at home. However, the evidence also 

suggests that this discrepancy should not be mistaken for lack of interest on the part of Hispanic 

parents. In a randomized controlled trial, Golova, Alario, Vivier, Rodriguez, & High (1999) 

found that Hispanic parents who were given bilingual books and taught the benefits of reading 

were more likely to read to their children. Sanders, Gershon, Huffman, & Mendoza (2000) found 

similarly positive effects for Hispanic immigrant parents who had received books from their 

pediatricians. 

 Additionally, Hispanic children lag behind non-Hispanic children on various educational 

outcome measures. Education is theoretically supposed to be an equalizer for all children, but in 

practice, this is not always the case. Reardon & Galindo (2009) found that a substantial 

Hispanic-white reading achievement gap (approximately half a standard deviation) exists by the 

time children enter kindergarten. To make matters worse, this gap generally only dissipates by 
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about a third before leveling off, meaning that children who start out behind may never end up 

catching up to their peers. Reardon & Galindo (2009) also looked at subgroups of Hispanics, and 

found that the achievement gap upon entry to kindergarten tends to be greatest for recent 

immigrants, although they also tend to catch up the fastest once school begins. 

 Given the extensive differences between Hispanics and non-Hispanics on a number of 

key input and output variables, the lack of research attention paid to Hispanics (and especially 

Hispanic immigrants) is a glaring weakness in the literature. Few, if any, studies have attempted 

to quantify the effects of parental reading on reading achievement among a large sample of 

Hispanic immigrants. Some studies have covered Hispanics in passing, but not in any degree of 

depth. One of the best was a study by Raikes et al. (2006), which looked at the effects of parental 

reading on language and cognitive skills among children in Early Head Start. These families 

were largely low-income and ethnically diverse. Raikes et al. calculated separate effects for 

English-speaking Hispanics and Spanish-speaking Hispanics, a valuable addition to the literature 

in that it recognized the importance of language as a moderating variable in the engagement-

achievement relationship. 

 Unfortunately, this study has several limitations as well. For example, results from Early 

Head Start families might not be generalizable to the entire population, because these parents 

may be inherently more involved in their children's education than the average parent. 

Additionally, since the children were not tracked through kindergarten, it is impossible to say 

with certainty that the reported effects actually impacted reading achievement. Yet perhaps the 

most important limitation was that among Hispanics, it did not distinguish between immigrants 

and non-immigrants. This is a common issue among studies that focus only tangentially on the 

Hispanic population. Immigrants may differ from non-immigrants in many respects, including 
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their familiarity with the education system, the extent of their community support system, and 

their access to preschool programs. For example, Karoly & Gonzalez (2011) found that 

immigrants were less likely to attend early care and education programs than non-immigrants. 

This means that Hispanic immigrants may have one less possible pathway through which 

parental engagement can impact reading achievement. The bottom line is that, just as Hispanics 

differ from non-Hispanics, so too do Hispanic immigrants differ from Hispanic non-immigrants. 

A one-size-fits-all approach to studying parental engagement does not do justice to these 

differences. 

 

III. DATA AND METHODS 
 

Data Set 

 This study uses data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 

1998-99 (ECLS-K). The ECLS-K is a nationally representative longitudinal data set that tracks 

children from the fall of kindergarten through eighth grade. It includes a huge amount of 

information from children, parents, teachers, and schools, with variables focusing on children's 

development, home experiences, school experiences, and more. The ECLS-K covers over 20,000 

children, of whom 3,559 are Hispanic, 579 are first-generation immigrants, and 2,278 are 

second-generation immigrants. For this analysis, I focus primarily on variables from the Parent 

Interviews and the Direct Child Assessment from the first two waves of data, which take place in 

the fall and spring of kindergarten. The dependent variable is measured in the spring, while the 

independent variables are mostly measured in the fall, although several of them refer to 

experiences that occurred prior to kindergarten. Sample weights provided in the ECLS-K are 
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used to correct for attrition, differential non-response, oversampling of certain groups, and 

movement of children between schools. 

 

Variables 

 The variables used in the analysis are summarized in Table 1. The main dependent 

variable is child reading achievement score in the spring of kindergarten. The main explanatory 

variables are various aspects of parental engagement, with a specific focus on reading – 

specifically, frequency of reading to one's child, number of children's books in the home, library 

visits, and frequency of telling stories to one's child. Frequency of reading and story-telling are 

coded as discrete variables on a scale of 1 to 4 (where 1 = never, 2 = 1-2 times/week, 3 = 3-6 

times/week, and 4 = every day), while number of children’s books in the home is broken down 

into four separate dummy variables for different amounts (0-9, 10-49, 50-99, and 100+), and 

library visits is coded as a dummy for whether or not a family member has brought the child to 

the library in the past month. The other key variables are those that define the population of 

interest: Hispanicity, immigrant status, and home language spoken. Hispanicity and language are 

coded as dummies (Hispanic/Non-Hispanic and English/Non-English), while immigrant status is 

broken down into first-generation immigrant, second-generation immigrant, and non-immigrant. 

First-generation is defined as a child who was born outside the U.S., while second-generation is 

defined as a child who was born in the U.S. but whose parent(s) were born outside the U.S. 

 In addition to these variables, two other domains are considered in the analysis. The first, 

formal cognitive experiences, includes a dummy for having attended formal pre-K (Head Start or 

a center-based program), and a continuous variable for the number of hours per week spent in 

non-parental care. The second, enrichment activities, includes various dummies for things like  
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Table 1 – Summary Statistics 

 
Source: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99 
Unweighted data 
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visiting museums, playing on sports teams, and taking art classes.  Twelve different enrichment 

variables are combined by factor analysis to create a continuous enrichment factor, which is used 

in the analysis in place of the individual variables. 

 Lastly, I include a set of standard demographic controls: child's gender, race, age at 

assessment, mother’s age at first birth, family structure (number of parents in the home), number 

of siblings, parent-reported child health, and a socioeconomic status composite that consists of 

mother’s education and occupation, father’s education and occupation, and household income. 

 

Methods 

 The study uses a basic OLS framework, regressing child reading achievement scores on a 

number of potentially relevant explanatory factors, in hopes of explaining away large differences 

in average scores between different groups – specifically, first-generation Hispanic immigrants, 

second-generation Hispanic immigrants, Hispanic non-immigrants, and non-Hispanics. I begin 

with several simple models that attempt to explain reading scores using only Hispanicity, 

Hispanic-immigrant interaction terms, and demographic controls. After establishing baseline 

differences between groups, I begin adding additional explanatory variables sequentially and 

observing both their own significance and the effect that their inclusion has on the other 

coefficients. I continue in this manner until all variables of interest have been included in the 

model. 

 An obvious limitation of this approach is that it is correlational, and therefore has the 

potential for omitted variable bias. For example, if a parent begins reading to her child because 

the child is particularly precocious, this could appear in the data as a positive correlation between 

parental reading and child’s intellectual ability, even though the causality really goes in the 
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reverse direction. This concern is partially alleviated by the inclusion of control variables and the 

longitudinal nature of the data, but it is still worth keeping in mind. 

 

IV. RESULTS 
 

Bivariate Results 

Table 2 compares the Hispanic population to the non-Hispanic population on a number of 

relevant characteristics, including language spoken in the home, self-reported health status, and 

an SES composite (based on mother's education, father's education, mother's occupation, father's 

occupation, and household income). The results document some of the reasons Hispanics are 

disadvantaged in American society. The mean SES score among Hispanics is nearly 2/3 of a 

standard deviation lower than that of non-Hispanics. Hispanics are also 43% less likely to speak 

English at home, and 10% less likely to report being in “very good” or better health. The 

differences are even starker for Hispanic immigrants (both first- and second-generation), who 

have lower SES scores, worse health, and speak English far less frequently than Hispanics on the 

whole. More favorably, Hispanic immigrants are approximately 10% more likely than non-

immigrants to live in two-parent families. 

Table 2 – Mean Demographic Characteristics by Hispanicity and Immigrant Status 

Source: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99 
Unweighted data 

 Hispanic Non-Hispanic First-
Generation 

Hispanic 
Immigrant 

 Second-
Generation 

Hispanic 
Immigrant 

Hispanic  
Non-Immigrant 

SES -0.4 0.1 -0.5 -0.6 -0.1 
Speak English at Home 0.51 0.94 0.15 0.21 0.86 
Health: E/VG 0.75 0.85 0.71 0.69 0.83 
Health: G 0.20 0.13 0.23 0.25 0.15 
Health: F/P 0.05 0.03 0.06 0.06 0.02 
Mother's Age at First Birth 22.0 24.2 21.2 22.5 22.3 
Two-Parent Family 0.66 0.67 0.76 0.75 0.66 
Single-Parent Family 0.24 0.22 0.15 0.18 0.24 
Number of Siblings 1.5 1.4 1.5 1.7 1.5 
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Turning to academic achievement, Hispanic children struggle relative to their non-

Hispanic peers. As Table 3 shows, Hispanic children score 3 points (.3 standard deviations) 

lower on kindergarten reading tests, on average, than non-Hispanic children. Furthermore, 

among Hispanics, first-generation immigrants score significantly lower than second-generation 

immigrants, who in turn score significantly lower than non-immigrants. Although we’ve seen a 

partial explanation for reading gaps thus far, demographic factors do not tell the whole story. 

Next, I will examine the role of parental engagement, formal cognitive experiences, and 

enrichment activities in influencing reading achievement. 

Table 3 - Mean Reading Score by Hispanicity, Immigrant Status, and Home Language Spoken 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99 
Weighted data 

 

Table 4 shows mean reading scores for children broken down by participation in various 

activities and parental behaviors. The “parental engagement” variables all appear to be correlated 

with reading score. For example, on average, children whose parents read to them every day 

score .7 standard deviations higher than children whose parents never read to them. Furthermore, 

children in families with the most books in the home (100+), score nearly a full standard 

deviation higher than children in families with the least books (0-9). Other variables, such as pre-

 Mean Reading Score 
Hispanic  
   No 50.67 
   Yes 47.61 
Immigrant  
   First-Generation 50.10 
   Second-Generation 50.06 
   Non-Immigrant 51.02 
Hispanic Immigrant  
   Hispanic First-Generation 45.72 
   Hispanic Second-Generation 46.88 
   Hispanic Non-Immigrant 49.40 
Home Language  
   English 50.46 
   Not English 47.45 
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K attendance, are positively associated with reading scores as well. The last variable in the table, 

“enrichment score,” is a composite that takes into account a wide variety of activities that a child 

could participate in outside of the school and the home – for example, visiting a museum, 

playing on a sports team, and taking arts and crafts classes. Enrichment activities also have a 

strong positive correlation with reading performance. 

Table 4 - Mean Reading Score by Parental Engagement, Formal Cognitive Experiences, and 
Enrichment Activities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99 
Weighted data 

 
 

Mean Reading 
Score 

Parental Engagement  
    Frequency of Reading to Child  
         Never 44.81 
         1-2 Times/Wk. 46.84 
         3-6 Times/Wk. 50.29 
         Everyday 51.85 
    Frequency of Telling Stories to Child  
         Never 48.47 
         1-2 Times/Wk. 49.94 
         3-6 Times/Wk. 51.13 
         Everyday 50.42 
    Number of Children’s Books in the Home  
         0-9 43.37 
         10-49 47.62 
         50-99 51.37 
         100-200 52.96 
    Visited Library in Past Month  
         No 49.06 
         Yes 51.49 
Formal Cognitive Experiences  
    Attended Formal Pre-K  
         No 49.22 
         Yes 51.40 
    Hours/Week in Pre-K  
         1-29 51.42 
         30-50 50.72 
         >50 48.68 
Enrichment Activities  
    Enrichment Factor  
         First Quartile 46.69 
         Second Quartile 50.16 
         Third Quartile 51.08 
         Fourth Quartile 52.37 
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Given that all these factors have potentially large impacts on reading achievement, it is 

important to consider how Hispanic immigrants may differ from non-Hispanics and/or non-

immigrants on these various dimensions. Table 5 brings to light a number of these key 

discrepancies. For example, Hispanics are 11% less likely than non-Hispanics to read to their 

children more than twice a week, and 9% less likely to visit the library. Hispanic children also 

participate in far fewer enrichment activities than non-Hispanics – in fact, they are three times as 

likely to fall in the lowest quartile of enrichment score as they are to fall in the highest quartile. 

Additionally, among Hispanics, there are substantial differences based on immigration 

status. For example, only 60% of first-generation immigrants have 10 or more books in the 

home, compared to 70% of second-generation immigrants, and 95% of non-immigrants. Similar 

patterns exist for parental reading, library visits, pre-k attendance, and enrichment activities as 

well. Non-immigrants are more likely to engage in each of these behaviors than second-

generation immigrants, who are in turn more likely to engage in each of these behaviors than 

first-generation immigrants. 

 

Regression Results 

Thus far, we’ve seen bivariate associations between Hispanic immigrant status and 

several aspects of parental engagement. We now turn to multivariate regression to examine 

whether these correlations we’ve observed hold up net of other factors. Regression results are 

shown in Tables 6 and 7. 

Model 1, a simple regression of reading score on Hispanicity, indicates that being 

Hispanic is associated with an average reading score that is 3 points (.3 standard deviations) 

lower. This is a highly significant association (p < .01). In Model 2, when demographic controls  
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(e.g., gender, race, age, SES) are added to the model, the direct effect of Hispanicity drops to 1 

point (.1 standard deviations), but remains highly statistically significant (p < .01). 

Model 3 takes into account immigration status – specifically, whether a child was a first-

generation immigrant, a second-generation immigrant, or neither. These variables are also 

interacted with the Hispanicity variable, in order to determine differential effects of being an 

immigrant for Hispanics and non-Hispanics. The findings from this model indicate that being a 

first-generation Hispanic immigrant is associated with a large negative effect on reading score of 

-3.6 points, while being a second-generation Hispanic immigrant is associated with a more 

moderate effect of -0.8 points. Both of these effects are highly statistically significant (p < .01). 

These results are in line with the hypotheses that a) Hispanic immigrants are at a significant 

academic disadvantage, even after controlling for important demographic factors, and b) this 

disadvantage is much greater for newer immigrants. Interestingly, the disadvantages associated 

with being an immigrant do not extend to non-Hispanics, suggesting that this concern is unique 

to the Hispanic population. 

In the remaining models, I add additional factors that may help explain the detrimental 

academic effects related to Hispanic immigrant status. First, in Model 4, I include a variable for 

language most commonly spoken in the home. As expected, speaking a language other than 

English has a moderate negative effect on reading score, although this effect is not statistically 

significant independent of Hispanicity and immigrant status (p = .16). Interestingly, the inclusion 

of language in the model causes the deleterious consequences of being a first-generation 

Hispanic immigrant to decline by 16% (from 3.63 points to 3.06 points), and the negative 

association with being a second-generation Hispanic immigrant to decline by over 50% (from .86 

to .42 points). This suggests that a substantial portion of the academic burden associated with  



 

 
 

21 

 



 

 
 

22 

being a Hispanic immigrant comes from language differences, especially for second-generation 

immigrants. 

Next, in Model 5, I include a scale of the level of participation in various enrichment 

activities, developed through factor analysis. As anticipated, enrichment activities also have a 

positive (albeit modest) effect on reading score; specifically, a 1-standard deviation increase in 

the enrichment variable is associated with a .63-point increase in reading score, all else equal (p 

< .01). Additionally, the inclusion of enrichment in the model leads to a further reduction in the 

detrimental effect associated with being a Hispanic immigrant. This time, however, the reduction 

is smaller – 8% for first generation immigrants (from 3.06 points to 2.81 points) and 14% for 

second generation immigrants (from .42 to .36 points). This indicates that differential 

participation in enrichment activities likely accounts for a small portion of the harmful 

consequences of being a Hispanic immigrant. 

Model 6 includes a variable for whether or not a child attended Head Start or center-

based pre-K. Having attended such a program is shown to have a positive effect on reading score 

of almost 1 point, which is both substantively and statistically significant (p < .01). However, the 

inclusion of this variable does not lead to a reduction in the negative association between 

Hispanic immigrant status and reading score (and even leads to a slight increase), suggesting that 

less access to pre-K programs is not the primary reason why Hispanic immigrants struggle in 

kindergarten.  

Finally, Models 7 and 8 get to heart of the question, “what role does reading play in the 

disadvantage experienced by Hispanic immigrant children?” Model 7 includes variables for the 

number of books, including library books, that a family has in their home. The results from this 

model are striking. All else equal, a child whose family has 10-49 books in the home is expected 
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to score 1.88 points higher on the reading test than a child whose family has 0-9 books in the 

home. Furthermore, a child whose family has 50-99 books is expected to score 3.28 points 

higher, and a child whose family has at least 100 books is expected to score 3.60 points higher. 

All these results are highly significant, both statistically (p < .01) and substantively. 

Additionally, the inclusion of these variables leads to a large drop in the harmful association 

between Hispanic immigrant status and reading score. For first-generation immigrants, the effect 

drops by 21% (from 2.93 points to 2.31 points) and becomes statistically insignificant (p = .11). 

For second-generation immigrants, the effect essentially disappears, dropping from .42 points to 

.07 points in the opposite direction. These changes indicate that a large portion of the reading 

problems experienced by Hispanic immigrant children can be attributed to a lower exposure to 

reading in the home. Model 8 reinforces this idea, including two other variables related to 

reading (frequency of parent reading to child; and library visit in the past month). These 

variables both have moderate positive effects on reading score, and their inclusion causes a small 

additional decline in the harmful effect associated with being a Hispanic immigrant. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 
 

The results presented here indicate that a substantial reading achievement gap exists 

between Hispanics and non-Hispanics as early as the spring of kindergarten. Furthermore, among 

Hispanics, this gap is partially explained by immigration status, with first-generation immigrants 

scoring the lowest on reading tests, second-generation immigrants scoring slightly higher, and 

non-immigrants scoring the highest. These findings suggest that the early experiences of non-

Hispanics (and Hispanic non-immigrants) are putting them in a better position to succeed 

academically than their Hispanic immigrant peers. 



 

 
 

24 

Interestingly, the detrimental effects associated with recent immigration appear to be 

unique to the Hispanic population. In fact, among non-Hispanics, immigrants actually score 

somewhat higher on reading tests than non-immigrants. There are several possible explanations 

for this discrepancy. Hispanics immigrants may speak English less frequently than non-Hispanic 

immigrants; they be more stigmatized in society and in the schools; and they may face less 

pressure to immediately adapt to American culture because of their large representation in the 

population. Regardless of the reason, however, it is clear that something is putting Hispanic 

immigrants at a disadvantage from an early age. 

Regression results indicate that several factors can help explain this early disadvantage 

faced by Hispanic immigrants. The two most important factors in partially explaining the reading 

achievement gap appear to be language spoken at home and number of books in the home. It is 

not surprising that there is a negative relationship between speaking Spanish at home and reading 

achievement, given that the tests were administered in English. Of much greater note, however, 

is the finding that having many books in the home can significantly reduce the reading 

achievement gap experienced by Hispanic immigrants. This suggests that early exposure to 

reading can help speed up children’s reading acquisition, and can thus prevent disadvantaged 

groups from falling behind early on. 

Of course, it is important to note that simply possessing books does not necessarily do 

anything to help a child. “Number of books in the home” is really a proxy for parental 

engagement, since it measures how much a family values reading, how exposed a child is to 

reading, and in all likelihood, how often a child is read to by an adult. Other measures of parental 

engagement, such as trips to the library and frequency of parental reading, are found to have 

positive effects on Hispanic immigrants’ reading achievement as well. The lesson, therefore, is 
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not that Hispanic immigrant parents must rush out to buy more books, but that all parents should 

be made more aware of the importance of exposing their children to reading from an early age. 

These findings are in line with much of the previous research evidence summarized by 

Bus et al. (1995) and Scarborough & Dobrich (1994), both of which concluded that parent-child 

reading has a significant positive impact on children’s reading achievement. The results of this 

study show that these findings can be extended to Hispanic immigrants as well. These results 

contradict, however, with those of Senechal & Young (2008). They found that children benefit 

from being taught specific literacy skills, rather than simply being read to. This inconsistency in 

findings may be due to an inability of intervention studies like those reviewed by Senechal & 

Young to detect indirect effects that develop over time, or may simply be the result of different 

populations being studied. Another possibility is that the present study may suffer from omitted 

variable bias, due to an inability to control for factors like “children’s intellectual curiosity,” 

although I have attempted to account for many such factors using available controls. At the very 

least, these discrepancies suggest a need for continued research on this topic in the future. 

 The finding that exposure to reading can help reduce achievement gaps among Hispanic 

immigrants leads to an obvious policy implication: measures should be taken to increase access 

to books for all people, regardless of immigration status or citizenship. Undocumented Hispanic 

immigrants are often unable to borrow books from a library, since obtaining a library card 

requires proof of identification. In response to this issue, certain cities in California (Oakland, 

San Francisco, and Los Angeles) have instituted programs to provide undocumented immigrants 

with “city services cards,” which allow them to access libraries, banks, and other important 

services without an official ID. Programs like this should be made widespread, since Hispanic 

immigrant children need books to keep from falling behind, and not all of them are lucky enough 
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to live in one these select few cities. Similarly, access to reading could be improved through the 

implementation of book lending programs in alternative, non-library settings – for example, 

schools, doctor’s offices, and consulates. Furthermore, in addition to promoting access to 

reading, future programs should focus on expanding information about the importance of reading 

to children in the early years. Such information can be beneficial to all parents, but should be 

targeted toward those most in need. Policymakers are encouraged to get creative in developing 

ways to extend relevant information to hard-to-reach populations. 

 As a final note, consider the long-term effects that a policy to promote parent-child 

reading might have. Improving the reading achievement of Hispanic immigrant children is a 

worthy goal in and of itself, but it is nothing compared to the possible secondary effects that 

could come as a result. Children who are able to read as well as their peers may have higher self-

esteem and confidence; be more comfortable in social interactions and make more friends; 

perform better in school for years to come; and eventually have better job prospects and overall 

well-being as adults. Of course, none of these results are guaranteed, but they do speak to the 

immense potential benefits that could come from something as simple as parents taking a little 

time to read to their children each day. 
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