
Current Psychology (2024) 43:3029–3046
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-023-04567-4

serious behaviors such as cruelty to animals, vandalism, 
and aggressive criminal behaviors, in adolescence (Keil 
& Price, 2006; Picoito et al., 2021). Additionally, it is also 
known that externalizing behaviors may escalate during 
adolescence, when peer influences might enhance antiso-
cial behaviors, such as vandalism, theft, assault, substance 
use, and, in some cases, gang involvement and drug deal-
ing (Hann, 2002; Loeber et al., 1993). Several studies (e.g., 
Farrington, 2007; Farrington & Welsh, 2007; Moffit, 1993) 
and criminological theories (e.g., Hirschi, 1969; Sampson & 
Laub, 1995; Thornberry, 1987), have sought to identify the 
main risk factors for antisocial and delinquent behaviors. 
School attachment or engagement and parenting practices 
are among the most frequently mentioned risk factors in the 
etiology of youth problems. Problem behaviors have been 
linked to a rupture in the individual’s social bonds to nor-
mative and institutional contexts, such as family and school. 
It is also important to recognize the indirect links between 
these bonds, in other words, how school and family bonds 
are related.

Thus, considering the above-mentioned rationale, this 
study aimed to explore the influence that school factors 
such as school engagement and school climate, and family 
factors such as parental supervision, affection, and punish-
ment have on youth externalizing behaviors. Furthermore, 
considering the empirical evidence regarding the direct and 

Introduction

In recent decades, children and youth externalizing behav-
iors have been considered a priority issue and perceived as 
a major public health concern (Hann, 2002). Thus, the need 
for detailed and rigorous studies of the risk factors underly-
ing the onset of these behaviors and the protective factors 
that might help preventing them have become mandatory 
(Liu, 2004). Usually, externalizing behaviors are understood 
as behaviors that are overt, that cause disruption, and that 
frequently involve the breaking of social norms, property 
destruction or harm towards others. Children who exhibit 
persistently higher levels of externalizing behaviors early in 
their lives are at greater risk of developing behaviors such as 
lying, bullying, and fighting in middle childhood, and more 
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indirect associations between school, family and children 
and youth behavioral problems, this study also sought to 
analyze how school engagement and parenting practices are 
interrelated in the explanation of children and youth’s exter-
nalizing behaviors.

Theoretical background

School factors

As children grow older and enter adolescence, they tend to 
spend less and less time with their parents and more time in 
school and with their peers, which makes school variables 
central features for understanding and, subsequently, pre-
venting the development of maladaptive behaviors (Kasen 
et al., 1998). Attending school can be perceived as a con-
ventional activity, where normative models are promoted 
and where tools for a successful future are provided, which 
means it can act as a protective factor regarding the devel-
opment of children and youth problem behaviors (Christle 
et al., 2005; Farrington, 2007; Hirschfield & Gasper, 2011). 
Students’ engagement in school and a positive school cli-
mate are two potential protective factors for youth exter-
nalizing behaviors. In contrast, according to Hirschi (1969), 
individuals with lower school engagement may have more 
difficulties to internalize conventional norms, which can 
lead to problematic behaviors in school settings that are 
particularly dangerous for academic development, as they 
result in disciplinary actions that ultimately drive children 
and youth away from the classroom (Mihalec-Adkins & 
Cooley, 2020).

School engagement is a multifaceted construct that 
includes behavioral, affective, and cognitive dimensions 
(Jimerson et al., 2003; Wang & Fredricks, 2014) and refers 
to the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions that children and 
youth have towards school and learning (Cole et al., 2013). 
Behavioral engagement includes the participation in school-
related activities, both academic and extracurricular (Wang 
& Fredricks, 2014). This type of engagement is related to 
the interactions that occur both inside the classroom and in 
the rest of the school context, as well as in out-of-school 
settings (Furlong et al., 2003). Affective engagement relates 
to the fondness felt by students for their teachers, col-
leagues and school staff and the concern about their desires 
and expectations towards them (Jimerson et al., 2003). That 
is, this type of engagement is based on positive emotional 
dispositions and affective responses concerning educational 
practices and processes, as well as teachers and school staff 
(Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Finally, cognitive engagement 
is related to the mental effort that individuals invest - or the 
motivation they feel to do so - in academic activities, their 

self-regulation and their willingness to improve (Reschly 
& Christenson, 2012). Such engagement can be expressed 
through flexibility in problem solving, a preference for 
hard work and coping mechanisms to handle possible fail-
ure (Hirschfield & Gasper, 2011). Furthermore, cognitive 
engagement is also reflected in the importance placed on 
learning and on school as a way of achieving one’s aspira-
tions for the future (Reschly & Christenson, 2012).

Considering this, several studies have explored the 
influence of school engagement on youth misconduct. For 
example, Hirschfield and Gasper (2011) found that affec-
tive engagement reduces disruptive behaviors at school 
by strengthening the relationships between students and 
school staff, and by driving the youth to seek out similar 
peers. Furthermore, higher levels of affective engagement 
may lead individuals to weight their actions according to the 
level of approval they feel that they will receive (Hirschi, 
1969). That is, when youth are concerned about the expecta-
tions towards them (e.g., from their teachers), they are less 
likely to act in a way that might disappoint them. Also, it 
was found that behavioral engagement may prevent antiso-
cial and delinquent behaviors because time spent on school 
activities, such as doing homework, studying, or participat-
ing in extracurricular activities, reduces the time available 
for deviant activities (Li & Lerner, 2011). Furthermore, 
Gardner et al. (2008) showed that higher levels of cognitive 
engagement is related to self-regulation, specifically to the 
individual’s ability to systematize and create strategies that 
facilitate learning. This self-regulation might help youth to 
avoid engaging in deviant activities by making them evade 
risky situations and by shaping their reactions to adverse 
environments. Thus, higher levels in all three dimensions 
of school engagement can create a motivational context that 
shapes youths’ ability to cope with difficulties and obstacles 
in school, overcome potential failures and constructively 
re-enter challenging school tasks, preventing the emergence 
and maintenance of externalizing behaviors (Wang & Fred-
ricks, 2014).

School climate can also play an important role in influ-
encing youth’s behaviors. School climate is related to the 
quality and atmosphere of the school. In other words, it 
concerns the school community experiences and it is trans-
lated into the norms, goals, values, interpersonal relation-
ships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational 
structures that define a specific school setting (Cohen et al., 
2009). Analyzing school climate means analyzing the qual-
ity of teaching and learning, personal interactions, school 
organization and the institutional and structural features of 
the school environment (Wang & Degol, 2016). A positive 
school climate is found when students, teachers, and school 
staff feel socially, emotionally, and physically safe (Cohen 
et al., 2009).
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Like school engagement, school climate is also a mul-
tidimensional construct, usually understood as the result 
of four dimensions, namely: academic climate, commu-
nity, safety, and institutional environment (Wang & Degol, 
2016). Academic climate refers to the ways teaching, learn-
ing, leadership, and professional development are promoted 
(Stefanou et al., 2004). Community is related to the quality 
of the interactions among members of the academic com-
munity (Gottfredson, 2000). The safety dimension concerns 
to the physical and emotional safety provided by the school 
and its members, as well as the level of order and discipline 
present in the school setting (Morrison et al., 1994). At last, 
the institutional environment encompasses the level of envi-
ronment adequacy (e.g., good lighting, good acoustics, ade-
quate temperature, open spaces without hiding spots), the 
building infrastructures and its maintenance, as well as the 
accessibility and allocation of educational resources (Wang 
& Degol, 2016).

Regarding the relationship between school climate on 
externalizing behaviors, a positive academic climate has 
been found to be an excellent way of directing focus and 
energy of students with antisocial problems towards devel-
oping social skills and keeping them away from deviant 
peers (McEvoy & Welker, 2000). Positive school climate 
has been linked to less drug use, fewer self-reports of psychi-
atric problems, and better psychological wellbeing among 
students (Thapa et al., 2013). A positive school climate also 
predicts better social skills and school adjustment (Esposito, 
1999). When teaching practices are perceived as prioritizing 
students’ understanding and not just the grades they earn, 
the levels of aggression and disruptive behavior also tend 
to decrease (Kaplan et al., 2002). When students perceive 
school as a place with high cohesion and connectedness, the 
risk of serious bullying situations decreases, as do violent 
behaviors (Brookmeyer et al., 2006). Furthermore, students 
feel more willing to intervene or report on others deviant 
behaviors when they perceive the school environment to 
have a strong sense of cohesion and belonging (Syvertsen et 
al., 2009). Moreover, positive relationships between teach-
ers, principals, and students have been associated with a 
decrease in behavioral problems (Wang et al., 2010), just 
as positive peer relationships are associated with a decrease 
in levels of aggression, victimization, and other behavioral 
problems (Elsaesser et al., 2013).

Similarly, the safety dimension is an important deter-
minant of students’ experiences of violence and bullying. 
In schools without supportive and safe norms, structures, 
and relationships, students are more likely to experience 
violence, peer victimization, and punitive disciplinary 
actions, often accompanied by high levels of truancy and 
lower academic achievement (Astor et al., 2010; Elsaesser 
et al., 2013) showed that students who perceive problems in 

school safety are more likely to engage in relational aggres-
sion, as well as becoming victims of it. In contrast, students 
attending schools with higher levels of consistency in dis-
cipline reported less bullying and victimization behaviors 
(Gottfredson et al., 2005). Additionally, the schools whose 
rules are perceived as fair and clear have lower rates of 
juvenile delinquency and victimization. Studies have also 
shown that school connectedness is associated with vio-
lence prevention (Karcher, 2002a, b; Skiba et al., 2004), 
student satisfaction, and conduct problems (Loukas et al., 
2006). Moreover, school climate research has indicated that 
school connectedness is a protective factor against risky 
sexual violence and drug use behaviors (Catalano et al., 
2004; Kirby, 2001). Finally, youth who perceive that peer 
conflicts at their school are resolved more peacefully and 
less aggressively tend to engage in less risky behaviors 
(LaRusso & Selman, 2011). In short, empirical evidence 
highlights the importance of promoting a positive school 
climate to prevent and mitigate the occurrence of aggressive 
and delinquent behaviors.

Therefore, based on previous literature on this subject, 
comprising both conceptual discussions and empirical stud-
ies, it is relatively easy to understand that specific school 
variables, such as school climate and involvement, play 
an important role in shaping the conducts of children and 
youth. Even though school is first and foremost designed 
to enhance children and youth educational and social skills, 
recent research shows that a significant amount of behav-
ioral problems often arise in this context (Gottfredson, 
2012). This reinforces the need for research studies, such 
as this one, in order to establish a scientific basis that allow 
the development of strategies focusing on the promotion 
of education quality, school organization, caring and sup-
porting environments, clarity and fairness of rules, positive 
relations between peers and school staff, and youth com-
mitment and involvement towards school and its activities, 
as a way of preventing and reducing maladaptive behaviors 
(Aldridge et al., 2018; Prior & Paris, 2005; Benard, 1991; 
Weerman et al., 2007).

Parenting practices

Family factors, including parenting practices (e.g., low 
levels of warmth and attachment, poor supervision, harsh 
punishment and inconsistent discipline), have also been 
identified as important risk factors for externalizing behav-
iors in children and youth (e.g., Farrington, 2007; McCord, 
1997; Thornberry, 2005).

According to Grusec and Davidov (2015), parental 
warmth, comprising parental behaviors of affection, emo-
tional support and parental sensitivity, is crucial to promote 
children’s self-regulation, empathy and parental attachment. 
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1993; Santos et al., 2023). According to Thornberry (2005), 
coercive and severe disciplinary practices can contribute to 
a more hostile family environment in which the child might 
learn aggressive and antisocial behavioral patterns. In turn, 
inconsistent discipline can promote an unpredictable envi-
ronment for the child, in which it is more difficult to pre-
dict the negative consequences of inappropriate behaviors 
(Van Gelder et al., 2018). Regarding the empirical evidence 
in this domain, longitudinal research like The Pittsburgh 
Youth Study suggested that physical punishment predicts 
future delinquency and that these effects can vary accord-
ing to ethnicity or race: 21% of Caucasian individuals who 
were physically punished during childhood by their mothers 
became more violent adults, compared with 32% of African-
American subjects who had similar results (Farrington et 
al., 2003). Similarly, Loeber et al. (1995) found that the use 
of inconsistent discipline during childhood (7–12 years old) 
predicted antisocial behaviors 6 years later. Lastly, Gershoff 
(2002) meta-analysis also showed that, in 88 studies, corpo-
ral punishment was significantly associated with multiple 
negative behaviors and experiences in childhood, including 
physical abuse, externalizing and delinquent behaviors.

Thus, even though school plays an important role in the 
positive or negative development and later social adjust-
ment of children and youth, previous studies have also 
highlighted the important part that the family, as a primary 
socialization context, play in molding their behaviors. In 
fact, there is a robust body of evidence demonstrating that 
factors such as parent-child interactions, parenting strate-
gies (e.g., discipline, monitoring, involvement, attachment) 
or the family environment might exert a significant influ-
ence over the behaviors and attitudes displayed by children 
and youth in multiple settings (Wong et al., 2010; Hoeve 
et al., 2012; Apel & Kaukinen, 2008; Price & Kunz, 2003; 
Leiber, Mack, & Featherstone, 2009; Petts, 2009; Santos 
et al., 2023). Therefore, the relevance that the knowledge 
on these factors represents for the improvement of preven-
tive and interventive efforts justifies the need for continuous 
research on this subject, assessing different populations and 
exploring the complex relations that family related vari-
ables, such as parenting practices, exert in the development 
of behavioral problems.

Indirect and interactive effects between school and 
family factors

In the past, there was a tendency to focus on either school 
or family factors to explain youth problem behaviors, which 
tends to overshadow important interactions between those 
factors and their influence on development of children and 
youth externalizing behaviors. In fact, even though parent 
and school bonds have been largely studied, independently 

Furthermore, higher levels of parental attachment might 
encourage a greater acceptance of parental expectations 
and social norms, also contributing to children and youth’s 
involvement in conventional activities (Gault-Sherman, 
2012; Hirschi, 1969). In contrast, parental rejection and 
lower levels of affection are associated with more hostile and 
coercive interactions between parents and children, which, 
in turn, can enhance association with deviant peers and anti-
social behaviors (Farrington, 2007; McKee et al., 2008). 
For example, McCord’s (1997) study revealed that parental 
warmth can have a protective effect on the negative con-
sequences of physical punishment. More specifically, this 
study showed that 51% of boys with more punitive and cold 
mothers during childhood were convicted later in the life 
course, compared with 21% of boys convicted with mothers 
who, despite using physical punishment, also showed a rela-
tionship of affection and closeness with the child. The meta-
analysis conducted by Hoeve et al. (2009) also revealed that 
parental rejection and hostility were important predictors of 
future delinquent behavior. Finally, results from the Cam-
bridge-Somerville Youth Study suggested that low parental 
involvement (the absence of a father figure in performing 
leisure activities with the child) doubled the risk of future 
conviction, as well as, predicted delinquent behavior after 
21 years of age (Farrington & Welsh, 2007).

Poor parental control, including poor supervision, has 
also been systematically linked with a greater likelihood of 
externalizing behaviors during childhood and adolescence 
(e.g., Dishion et al., 2004; Farrington & Welsh, 2007; Loeber 
and Stouthamer-Loeber, 1986). Parental supervision refers 
to the degree of monitoring by parents of the children’s 
daily life, such as asking for information about their routine 
activities and peers (Merrin et al., 2019). In this context, the 
literature suggests that parents who supervise their children 
have a greater ability to identify and minimize negative peer 
influences and encourage prosocial behaviors (Farrington, 
2007; Fischer, 1983; Grusec & Davidov, 2015; Smith & 
Stern, 1997). For example, in the Cambridge-Somerville 
Youth Study poor parental supervision during childhood 
emerged as the most robust predictor of violent crime and 
property crime at age 45 (McCord, 1997). The meta-anal-
ysis conducted by Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber (1986) 
also confirmed the importance of this parenting practice, 
suggesting that the relationship between poor supervision 
and delinquency is more significant in relation to official 
delinquency when compared to self-reported delinquency. 
In a more recent meta-analysis, Hoeve et al. (2009) found 
a robust negative relationship between active supervisory 
behaviors and antisocial behavior.

Finally, punitive and inconsistent discipline has also been 
associated to externalizing behaviors in children and youth 
(e.g., Farrington & Welsh, 2007; McCord, 1997; Moffitt, 
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(2006), sought to understand how family and school envi-
ronments interact and how they are related to youth aggres-
sive behaviors. Specifically, they assessed attachment to 
school and parents, school climate, and parental involve-
ment, trying to understand whether these variables acted 
independently or together in reducing the risk of aggressive 
behavior. The results indicated a positive influence between 
school and parental attachment in mitigating the effects of 
violence exposure. Particularly, higher levels of school and 
parental attachment have been shown to reduce the effects 
of exposure to violence by reducing the likelihood of future 
aggressive behaviors. A possible explanation for this result is 
that when individuals feel attached to school, they are more 
likely to talk with their teachers about experiences of vio-
lence, which may lead to better coping skills and decreased 
violent behavior (Resnick et al., 1997). This study also sug-
gested that school-level indexes of school climate acted as a 
protective factor for student violent behavior, which means, 
adolescents who attended schools with higher levels of 
positive school climate engaged in fewer types of violent 
behaviors across time. Attachment to parents and parental 
involvement have also been associated with reduced violent 
behaviors, just as highly supportive parenting styles have 
been shown to attenuate the link between exposure to vio-
lence and those behaviors. Thus, when attachment levels are 
high at both school and family settings, an individual is less 
likely to engage in delinquent acts, even in the presence of 
risk factors such as exposure to violence (Brookmeyer et 
al., 2006).

Rovis et al. (2016) studied the influences of school 
engagement on risk behaviors and how the differences 
found were related to family environment, specifically the 
quality of relationships between parents and children. To do 
so, they used a sample of 1,519 youth attending 9th, 10th 
and 11th grades, in different schools. The researchers tested 
a particularly interesting hypothesis: students from adverse 
family environments, but with higher levels of school bond-
ing manifest significantly less risky behaviors than students 
from similar family environments who attend schools with 
lower levels of school bonding. The findings demonstrated 
that children coming from more favorable family environ-
ments were usually less prone to risky behaviors and would 
do even better if they attended schools with better levels of 
school bonding. This finding was also true for students com-
ing from an adverse family environment, who exhibit less 
risky behaviors if they were from schools with higher levels 
of school engagement. Therefore, school bonding or engage-
ment might act as a protective factor for those exposed to 
risks from other domains, such as family adversity.

In another research, Sabatine and colleagues (2017) 
examined the interactive associations between parental 
involvement, school engagement and juvenile delinquency 

of each other, much less is known about how these ele-
ments interact to influence the children or youth’s behav-
iors, which is the main gap that the current study seeks to 
address. This is the major contribution it aims to give: con-
tribute to a deeper analysis of school and family factors and 
provide more understanding about the joint contribution 
of this factors on youth externalizing behaviors. We draw 
from relevant theories (Hirschi, 1969; Sampson & Laub, 
1995; Thornberry, 1987) to consider that positive parenting 
practices may reduce externalizing behaviors by increasing 
school bonds, specifically school engagement.

Although there is not yet an extensive body of research 
on this topic, several classic theories are very useful and 
informative. For example, Sampson and Laub’s (1995) 
age-graded social control theory highlights that desistance 
from antisocial pathways happens when ties to conventional 
institutions, such as schools, are strong and cumulative. In 
addition, positive parenting practices may reduce misbe-
haviors among aggressive children by promoting school 
bonds. Sampson and Laub (1995, p. 246) overtly note the 
connection between family and school dynamics proposing 
that “family and school processes of social control provide 
the key causal explanation of delinquency”. Thornberry’s 
(1987) interactional theory also presents a similar argu-
ment. This theory is most widely known for its focus on 
the reciprocity that lies between crime and its causes. As 
part of its rationale, it emphasizes that family characteris-
tics early in the life course have indirect effects on adoles-
cent delinquency and are mediated by other factors, such 
as school ties. Considered as a whole, Thornberry’s theory 
seizes an integrated approach that perceives parent-child 
relationships as a continuum due to how they may impact 
adolescent engagement with groups and institutions beyond 
family context, including what occurs at school and with 
peers. Thornberry and his counterparts (1991) reached 
important conclusions on this topic when they tested the 
interactional theory in the Rochester Youth Development 
Study. Among other results, they found that while attach-
ment to parents had an immediate effect on commitment 
to school, commitment to school did not exert a significant 
lagged or direct effect on attachment to parents. Addition-
ally, commitment to school and delinquent behavior were 
engaged in a reciprocally reinforcing causal relationship 
across time: low commitment increased delinquency and, 
in turn, delinquency reduced commitment to school. They 
also found that the influence of parenting practices on delin-
quency diminished significantly over time, as the children 
grew older.

These theories provided an important foundation to 
a more recent trend in which mediation and moderation 
effects between school and family factors are studied. Using 
a sample of 6,397 teenagers, Brookmeyer and colleagues 
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Current study

In light with this rationale, this pilot exploratory cross-sec-
tional research seeks to explore the direct and indirect influ-
ence of school engagement, school climate and parenting 
practices on youth externalizing behaviors. Specifically, it 
intended to investigate multiple dimensions of school and 
family variables related to the development of externalizing 
behaviors and analyze direct and indirect effects between 
parenting practices, school engagement and externalizing 
behaviors. By The choice of analyzing several dimensions 
of each one of these constructs was decided based on the 
need to conduct an extensive and profound analysis of the 
issue in study. Family and school are complex networks that 
can be unraveled in different domains, all of which deserve 
to be studied. The literature indicates that school engage-
ment promotes a motivational context that outlines youths’ 
ability to cope with adversities and prevents the emergence 
of externalizing behaviors (Wang & Fredricks, 2014). So, 
we hypothesized that higher levels of affective, behavioral, 
and cognitive school engagement will be negatively related 
to externalizing behaviors. The school setting is an impor-
tant microsystem in adolescents’ life, which can thereby 
act as a learning context for socioemotional and relational 
skills, in addition to its academic and cognitive educational 
aims (Franco et al., 2022). Therefore, based on documented 
links between school climate and youth problematic behav-
iors, we hypothesized that students’ positive perceptions 
of school climate will be negatively associated with exter-
nalizing behaviors. Also, considering at parenting factors, 
a proper balance between responsiveness – meaning emo-
tional warmth, support and fostering of individuality – and 
demandingness – referring to the ability to draw boundaries 
and monitor the child’s behavior – is linked to lower lev-
els of antisocial behavior and conduct disorders (Marcone 
et al., 2020). Thus, we hypothesized that positive parent-
ing and parental involvement will be negatively related to 
externalizing behaviors, while poor parental supervision, 
inconsistent discipline and corporal punishment will be pos-
itively related to higher levels of externalizing behaviors. 
The literature reviewed has indicated that there is a minor 
probability of deviant behaviors when ties to conventional 
institutions, such as family and schools are cumulative. 
Besides that, positive parenting practices may reduce mis-
behaviors among aggressive children by promoting school 
bonds (Sampson & Laub, 1995; Thornberry, 1987). Thus, 
two hypotheses were drawn. First, positive parenting and 
parental involvement will be positively related to higher 
levels of school engagement, while poor parental supervi-
sion, inconsistent discipline and corporal punishment will 
be negatively related to higher levels of school engagement. 
Second, we hypothesized that school engagement will 

using a sample of 945 adolescents, following them between 
the 6th and 9th grades. The researchers concluded that 
school engagement and parental involvement played an 
important role in the prevention of juvenile delinquency. 
Although the overall sample saw their rate of deviant behav-
ior increasing over time, the results indicated that youth 
with higher levels of both parental involvement and school 
engagement reported the smallest increasing in delinquent 
behaviors. Thus, it was possible to conclude that school 
engagement had a complementary effect on the relationship 
between parental involvement and delinquency reduction. 
In other words, higher levels of parental involvement were 
shown to be more strongly associated with reducing delin-
quency when levels of school engagement were also high: 
students with the lowest levels of delinquency were those 
with the highest levels of both parental involvement and 
school engagement. Thus, school engagement was shown to 
have an additional effect on the relationship between paren-
tal involvement and delinquency. According to the authors, 
positive attachments with normative adults, both at school 
and at home, matter for the internalization of pro-social 
norms that prevent the occurrence of future deviant behav-
iors. Thus, the jointly considered, higher levels of school 
engagement and parental involvement are a key protective 
mechanism against juvenile delinquency (Sabatine et al., 
2017). Hence, considering the clues provided by these and 
other studies, the importance of studying school and family 
factors as essential elements in the explanation of disruptive 
behaviors becomes clear, especially when considering how 
they operate together.

In summary, the reviewed literature suggests the exis-
tence of an indirect relationship between family and the 
development of externalizing behaviors in childhood and 
adolescence, with the school context emerging as a cru-
cial mechanism in explaining the apparent complex inter-
play between those variables (e.g. Brookmeyer et al., 2006; 
Sabatine et al., 2017). More specifically, previous studies 
have demonstrated the relevant role that positive parent-
ing, as well as several aspects related to the school envi-
ronment, play as protective factors for the development of 
children and youth’s behavioral problems. Based on this 
framework, and considering the clues provided by these 
and other studies reviewed throughout this paper, this study 
aims to explore the mechanisms by which parental strate-
gies influence children and youth’s externalizing behaviors, 
thus contributing to the literature focused on understanding 
the interrelation between potential risk and protective fac-
tors for conduct problems.
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Measures

Externalizing behavior  - Considering the age group defined 
for this study, the externalizing behaviors were assessed 
using an Achenbach System of Empirically Based Assess-
ment tool – the Youth Self-Report (YSR) broadband exter-
nalizing scale, which assesses behavioral problems and 
integrates both rule breaking and aggressive behavior syn-
drome scales. YSR, is a self-report questionnaire, which 
was developed to be completed by children and youth, aged 
between 11 and 18 years old, and it constitutes a standard-
ized screening measure that is extensively used to iden-
tify emotional, social and behavioral problems and social 
competencies in children and adolescents (Achenbach & 
Rescorla, 2001; Achenbach et al., 2008; Ivanova et al., 
2007). All rated items refer to symptoms or problems expe-
rienced during the previous 6 months. For each syndrome 
scale, respondents are requested to report on the degree or 
frequency of each behavior described in the item on a scale 
of 0 = “not true”, 1 = “somewhat or sometimes true”, or 
2 = “very true or often true”. The AEBA technical manual 
reports psychometric properties ranging from good to excel-
lent (see Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001; Achenbach et al., 
2008;). The instrument was translated into Portuguese and 
their reliability analysis revealed satisfactory results with 
α = 0.80.

Parenting practices  - Parenting practices were assessed 
using the Alabama Parenting Questionnaire – Child Version 
(APQ-C; Thulin et al., 2019). Adopting a self-report format, 
this questionnaire measures parenting practices perceived 
by children within the family (Frick et al., 1999; Thulin et 
al., 2019). This 51-item instrument is designed to assess five 
dimensions of parenting, considered relevant for the emer-
gence and the intervention in children’s behavioral prob-
lems, namely: positive parenting, parental involvement, 
inconsistent discipline, poor supervision, and corporal pun-
ishment. It should be noted that, for most items in this ques-
tionnaire the children are asked to report on their parent’s 
practices without distinguishing between mother and father, 
the only exception being parental involvement, regarding 
which the respondent is requested to answer separately for 
each parent. Specifically, using a 5-point Likert scale, vary-
ing between 1 = “never” and 5 = “always”, the respondents 
are required to report to what extent do they consider the 
sentences describe their parents’ typical behaviors (Frick et 
al., 1999; Thulin et al., 2019). Higher scores in the positive 
parenting and parental involvement subscales indicate more 
suitable parenting practices, whereas higher scores in the 
remaining subscales suggest less adequate parental strate-
gies (Thulin et al., 2019). This measure was translated and 
adapted for several languages and countries (e.g., Escribano 

mediate the relationship between parenting practices and 
externalizing behaviors. We believe that positive parenting 
practices play an important role promoting school engage-
ment, which should lead to lower externalizing behaviors, 
in contrast with negative parenting practices.

Method

Participants

The study was undertaken with a non-clinical, conve-
nience sample of 183 participants, attending 7th (n = 54) 
8th (n = 59) and 9th (n = 70) grades of middle school. All 
participants were non-referred children and youth, attending 
school in the North of Portugal. The sample was composed 
of 54% male participants (n = 98) and the vast majority was 
Caucasian (93%). The participating children and youth aged 
between 11 and 16 years, with an average age of 13.6 years 
(SD = 1.10).

Procedures

The data were collected during 2021. The participating 
school was selected based on the school years administrated 
as well as the availability to participate in the study. In order 
to ensure school’s participation, the researchers contacted 
the principal so that the consent for the development of the 
research was achieved. Furthermore, this contact allowed 
the joint selection of the specific classes that would be sam-
pled, considering the eligibility criteria defined for the cur-
rent study, namely the participant’s age and grade. Students 
presenting special education needs were not considered eli-
gible for participation in the current study.

This procedure also sought to outline the steps neces-
sary to obtain the participants’ legal guardians’ consent and 
authorization for participation in the research, considering 
that all the participating children and youth were under-
aged. Only after gathering all the consents, the data gather-
ing begun. Moreover, it should also be mentioned that the 
University of Porto - Faculty of Law’s Ethical Committee 
approved the development of the current study.

All the participants completed paper and pencil self-
report measures, after the researchers provide them with 
details of the study and instructions on how to complete the 
forms. The questionnaires were completed in the classroom 
where one researcher was present to clarify any semantic 
doubts that could appear while completing the forms. It 
should be noted, however, that no questions were raised 
while the participants were completing the questionnaires.
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value of 0.86 and the scores for each subscale ranging from 
α = 0.76 and α = 0.90.

Data analysis

Descriptive statistics and reliability analyses of the scales 
were used to assess the psychometric features of the sample. 
Pearson’s r correlations coefficients were used to explore 
the relationships between the variables under study. Sub-
sequent data analysis was conducted to examine the direct 
and indirect effects of school climate, school engagement 
and parenting practices in externalizing behaviors. For that 
purpose, multiple linear regression analysis was conducted 
to identify significant predictors of externalizing behaviors. 
Furthermore, indirect pathways were tested using SPSS 
PROCESS 3.2 Macro (Hayes, 2018). The SPSS PRO-
CESS Macro enables the estimation of the total effect of the 
independent variable on the dependent variable, the direct 
effect of the independent variable on dependent variable 
controlling for the mediator, and the indirect effect of the 
independent variable on the dependent variable through the 
mediator. In addition, the statistical tests provided by PRO-
CESS are based on bootstrapping methods, an advantage 
when it comes to examine variables with non-normal dis-
tributions. Finally, PROCESS allows the estimation of the 
parameters of each equation independently, in contrast to 
the structural equation models that analyze all the equations 
introduced simultaneously, using the Maximum Likelihood 
(ML) (Hayes et al., 2017).

Results

Correlations between School and Family factors and 
externalizing behaviors

The correlations between the variables under study are 
presented on Table  1. As it was hypothesized, behavioral 
(r = − .374), affective (r = − .402), and cognitive (r = − .178) 
engagement and all dimensions of school climate (r-values 
ranging from − 0.361 to − 0.251) were negatively related 
to externalizing behaviors. Positive parenting (r = − .210) 
and parental involvement (r = − .327) were also negatively 
related to externalizing behaviors, while poor parental 
supervision (r = .288), inconsistent discipline (r = .359) and 
corporal punishment (r = .293) were positively related to 
externalizing behaviors.

Taking a more in-depth analysis on school and fam-
ily factors relations, school engagement and all dimen-
sions of school climate were positively related, presenting 
R-values that ranged from 0.335 (school engagement x 

et al., 2013; Graham & Weems, 2015; Nogueira et al., 2020; 
Shelton et al., 1996; Thulin et al., 2019), generally present-
ing good to excellent psychometric properties (Thulin et al., 
2019), that were also observed in the current study: parental 
involvement (α = 0.89); positive parenting (α = 0.85); corpo-
ral punishment (α = 0.75); poor supervision (α = 0.67) and 
inconsistent discipline (α = 0.60).

School Climate  - the Portuguese version of the Delaware 
School Climate Survey – Student was used to assess school 
climate (Bear et al., 2011; Melo & Guerra, 2020). This 
31-item self-reported questionnaire is composed of 6 sub-
scales, including: teacher-student relations, student-student 
relations, student engagement school-wide, school safety, 
fairness of rules and bullying school-wide. All items are 
evaluated on a 4-point scale varying from 1 = “strongly dis-
agree” to 4 = “strongly agree”. Item scores are then averaged 
to create a school climate total score, with higher scores 
indicating more positive school climates. This measure has 
been revealing good psychometric properties presenting α 
values ranging from α = 0.78 e α = 0.82 (Melo & Guerra, 
2020). Considering the purposes of the current study, only 
four subscales were used, namely: teacher-student relations, 
student-student relations, school safety and fairness of rules. 
The reliability analysis revealed satisfactory results with 
α = 0.90 for the school climate total score, and values vary-
ing from α = 0.72 and α = 0.84 for the remaining subscales 
considered in this research.

School Engagement  - school engagement was measured 
using Students’ Engagement in School Four-dimensional 
Scale (SES-4DS; Veiga, 2008; Veiga et al., 2012; Veiga, 
2013). This 20-item self-report measure was designed to 
assess student’s engagement in school, considering four 
dimensions of engagement: cognitive (information process-
ing and management; planning and task execution), affec-
tive (school attachment; inclusion; feeling of belonging), 
behavioral (student’s behavior; participation in curricular 
and extracurricular activities) and personal agency (students 
as agent for positive actions and interventions in the class-
room; Veiga, 2013). The respondents are asked to report on 
how they agree with the statements in each one of the above-
mentioned subscales using a 6-point Likert scale, ranging 
from 1 = “totally disagrees” and 6 = “totally agrees”. Over-
all, higher scores indicate a higher engagement, the only 
exception being the items in the behavioral dimension, in 
which lower scores indicate higher engagement. The psy-
chometric properties of this measure are considered good, 
with α values ranging from α = 0.87 e α = 0.70 (Silva et al., 
2016; Veiga, 2013). Similar results were found in the cur-
rent study, with the total engagement scale revealing a α 
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peer relationships) to 0.497 (school engagement x teacher-
student relationships). School engagement was also related 
with parenting practices, except for corporal punishment. 
The dimension of parenting with the strongest correla-
tion with school engagement was parental involvement 
(r = .446), suggesting that the more involved parents are 
with their children, the greater school engagement will be, 
especially when it comes to cognitive dimension (r = .470). 
Positive parenting was also positively related with school 
engagement (r = .374). On the other hand, inconsistent dis-
cipline (r = − .337) and poor supervision (r = − .392) were 
negatively related with school engagement, particularly 
regarding poor supervision and behavioral school engage-
ment (r = − .505). This means that the fourth hypothesis of 
the current study was only partially confirmed, since not all 
parenting practices were correlated with school engagement.

Direct and indirect effects between variables

The first column of Table  2 indicates the set of models 
regressed for the externalizing behaviors variable. The first 
partial model (model 1), that included parenting practices, 
explained about 33% (p < .001) of the variance of the depen-
dent variable. Parental involvement (b = -2.05, p = .01), 
inconsistent discipline (b = 1.70, p = .01), poor supervision 
(b = 1.28, p = .08) and corporal punishment (b = 2.69, p < .01) 
significantly predicted externalizing behaviors. When 
school climate dimensions were added to the partial model 
(model 2), about 38% (p = .038) of the variance on external-
izing behaviors was explained. Although parental involve-
ment (b = -1.69, p = .02), inconsistent discipline (b = 1.58, 
p = .01) and corporal punishment (b = 2.36, p < .01) retained 
an influence on externalizing behaviors, poor supervision 
lost its influence on it. In turn, externalizing behaviors were 
explained by student-student relations (b = -1.95, p = .02). 
Also, when school engagement variables are added (model 
3), the explained variance increases to about 44% (p = .013). 
In this final model, externalizing behaviors were explained 
by parental involvement (b = -1.71, p = .03), inconsistent 
discipline (b = 1.36, p = .03), corporal punishment (b = 2.03, 
p < .01), student-student relations (b = -2.03, p = .02) and 
behavioral school engagement (b = -1.73, p = .01). Corpo-
ral punishment and students’ relationships with their peers 
were the best predictors of the dependent variable, showing 
that individuals with parents who use corporal punishment 
and with weak relationships with other youth present higher 
levels of externalizing behaviors.

Mediation models were also tested to explore the last 
hypothesis posed and to understand the indirect effects 
of parenting practices on externalizing behaviors, spe-
cifically through their impact on school engagement (see 
Table 3). Specifically, we aimed to analyze whether school 
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Discussion

The need for detailed and rigorous research on the risk and 
protective factors for externalizing behaviors, that might 
help preventing such behaviors, have become mandatory 
(Hann, 2002). Therefore, this study sought to contribute 
with interesting and solid findings on this topic. Specially, 
it aimed at exploring the direct and indirect associations 
between school and family factors and the developmental 
of children and youth’s externalizing behaviors. Specifi-
cally, it sought to analyze how school engagement and par-
enting practices are related in explaining those behaviors. 
Thus, the following hypotheses were tested: (1) higher lev-
els of affective, behavioral, and cognitive school engage-
ment will be negatively related to externalizing behaviors; 
(2) students’ positive perceptions of school climate will 
be negatively associated with externalizing behaviors; 

engagement mediates the relationship between parenting 
practices and externalizing behaviors. According to our 
results, parenting practices have an indirect effect on exter-
nalizing behaviors by reducing or increasing school engage-
ment. Specifically, parental involvement (B = 42, p < .001) 
and positive parenting (B = 33, p < .001) may increase 
school engagement, leading to a decrease in externalizing 
behaviors. On the other hand, poor supervision (B = -40, 
p < .001), inconsistent discipline (B = -30, p < .001) and 
corporal punishment (B = -17, p = .028) may reduce school 
engagement, which might lead to higher levels of external-
izing behaviors.

Table 2  Multiple linear regression models predicting externalizing behaviors
Predictors B SE B β T p R R2 P-value
Model 1
Parenting Practices
Parental Involvement -2.05 0.75 − 0.28 -2.74 0.01
Positive Parenting 0.9 0.66 0.14 1.36 0.18
Inconsistent Discipline 1.70 0.61 0.22 2.8 0.01 0.572 0.327 0.000
Poor Supervision 1.28 0.72 0.15 1.77 0.08
Corporal Punishment 2.69 0.59 0.35 4.54 0.00
Model 2
Parenting Practices and School Climate
Parental Involvement -1.69 0.74 − 0.23 -2.29 0.02
Positive Parenting 0.98 0.66 0.15 1.48 0.14
Inconsistent Discipline 1.58 0.6 0.21 2.63 0.01
Poor Supervision 1.32 0.73 0.15 1.81 0.07
Corporal Punishment 2.36 0.59 0.3 3.99 0.00 0.615 0.379 0.038
Teacher-Student Relationship -1.53 1.18 − 0.13 -1.3 0.19
Clarity and Fairness of Rules 0.26 1.27 0.02 0.21 0.84
Safety and Happiness 0.23 0.99 0.02 0.23 0.82
Student-student relations -1.95 0.84 − 0.19 -2.33 0.02
Model 3
Parenting Practices, S. Climate and S. Engagement
Parental Involvement -1.71 0.76 − 0.24 -2.24 0.03
Positive Parenting 0.56 0.67 0.09 0.84 0.40
Inconsistent Discipline 1.36 0.61 0.18 2.22 0.03
Poor Supervision 0.25 0.79 0.03 0.31 0.76
Corporal Punishment 2.03 0.58 0.26 3.49 0.00
Teacher-Student Relationship -1.24 1.17 − 0.10 -1.06 0.29
Clarity and Fairness of Rules 0.26 1.29 0.02 0.20 0.84 0.663 0.439 0.013
Safety and Happiness − 0.07 1.01 − 0.01 − 0.07 0.94
Student-student relations -2.03 0.89 − 0.21 -2.29 0.02
Cognitive Engagement 0.32 0.54 0.05 0.59 0.55
Affective Engagement − 0.19 0.46 − 0.04 − 0.43 0.67
Behavioral Engagement -1.73 0.63 − 0.25 -2.77 0.01
Agency Engagement 0.59 0.43 0.11 1.39 0.17
Legend: B: beta; SE B: standard error; β: standardized beta; T: T-test; p: p-value; R2: coefficient of determination.
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proved to be more strongly related to externalizing behav-
iors, which means that, in the current sample, the feelings of 
affection, joy, sympathy, belonging and attachment towards 
the school and school members are the crucial in preventing 
the development of such behaviors. When these feelings are 
present, the youth expect to achieve the expectations placed 
on them (Hirschi, 1969). Furthermore, previous studies have 
demonstrated that externalizing behaviors could be reduced 
when youth have an adequate school network in which they 
are emotionally involved (Gottfredson, 2000; Olivier et al., 
2020), which might constitute a possible explanation for 
the results observed in the current research. In this study, 
the perception that individuals have on the relationship 
between teachers and students is the dimension of school 
climate more significantly associated with the decrease in 
externalizing behaviors. This result was also consistent with 
previous studies. For example, Wang and colleagues (2010) 
concluded that positive relationships between teachers and 
students are one of the most important school factors in 
reducing disruptive problems. This might indicate that the 
emotional support promoted by teachers is more effective 
than classroom discipline in preventing behavioral prob-
lems (Sandahl, 2016). Moreover, it also suggests that the 
emotional dimensions of school factors are the ones with the 
major impact in externalizing behaviors, which leads us to 

(3) positive parenting and parental involvement will be 
negatively related to externalizing behaviors, while poor 
parental supervision, inconsistent discipline and corporal 
punishment will be positively related to higher levels of 
externalizing behaviors; (4) positive parenting and parental 
involvement will be positively related to higher levels of 
school engagement, while poor parental supervision, incon-
sistent discipline and corporal punishment will be nega-
tively related to higher levels of school engagement; and (5) 
school engagement will mediate the relationship between 
parenting practices and externalizing behaviors. The results 
driven from the analysis conducted lead to three main con-
clusions, namely: (i) school factors play an important role 
in reducing externalizing behaviors; (ii) parenting practices 
have a direct effect on school engagement and on externaliz-
ing behaviors; and (iii) parenting practices have an indirect 
effect on externalizing behaviors by promoting or reducing 
school engagement.

Regarding the first conclusion, the results suggested 
that there is a negative association between externalizing 
behaviors and positive perceptions about school climate 
and higher levels of school engagement, which is consis-
tent with previous studies (e.g., Bender, 2012; Li & Lerner, 
2011; Sandahl, 2016; Wang et al., 2010; Wang & Fredricks, 
2014). Affective school engagement was the dimension that 

Table 3  Direct and indirect effects of parenting practices (X) on school engagement (M) and externalizing behaviors (Y)
b SE 95% CI t P R R2 p

Parental Involvement (X)
Direct effects of X on M 0.42 0.06 0.29 / 0.54 6.71 0.000 0.47 0.22 0.00
Direct effects of M on Y -2.12 0.64 -3.40 / − 0.84 -3.27 0.001 0.40 0.16 0.00
Direct effects of X on Y -1.37 0.57 -2.51 / − 0.23 -2.37 0.019
Indirect effects of X on Y − 0.89 0.32 -1.59 / − 0.34
Positive Parenting (X)
Direct effects of X on M 0.33 0.06 0.21 / 0.44 5.66 0.000 0.41 0.17 0.00
Direct effects of M on Y -2.50 0.63 -3.75 / -1.25 -3.96 0.001 0.37 0.14 0.00
Direct effects of X on Y − 0.62 0.51 -1.62 / 0.38 -1.22 0.223
Indirect effects of X on Y − 0.82 0.26 -1.38 / − 0.36
Poor Supervision (X)
Direct effects of X on M − 0.40 0.08 − 0.56 / − 0.24 -4.92 0.000 0.38 0.14 0.00
Direct effects of M on Y -2.15 0.66 -3.44 / − 0.85 -3.28 0.001 0.44 0.20 0.00
Direct effects of X on Y 2.34 0.70 0.96 / 3.71 3.35 0.001
Indirect effects of X on Y 0.87 0.33 0.29 / 1.59
Inconsistent Discipline (X)
Direct effects of X on M − 0.30 0.07 − 0.45 / − 0.16 -4.12 0.000 0.31 0.09 0.00
Direct effects of M on Y -2.36 0.60 -3.54 / -1.18 -3.95 0.001 0.41 0.17 0.00
Direct effects of X on Y 1.52 0.58 0.36 / 2.68 2.59 0.01
Indirect effects of X on Y 0.72 0.22 0.30 / 1.19
Corporal Punishment (X)
Direct effects of X on M − 0.17 0.08 − 0.33 / − 0.02 -2.22 0.028 0.17 0.03 0.02
Direct effects of M on Y -2.41 0.55 -3.49 / -1.32 -4.38 0.000 0.49 0.24 0.00
Direct effects of X on Y 2.56 0.55 1.48 / 3.64 4.66 0.000
Indirect effects of X on Y 0.42 0.21 0.05 / 0.85
Legend: b: beta; SE B: standard error; CI: confidence interval; T: t-test; p: p-value; R2: coefficient of determination.

1 3

3039



Current Psychology (2024) 43:3029–3046

and Sampson (1988) found that both maternal and pater-
nal inconsistent discipline had similar effects on delinquent 
behaviors.

Finally, the current study revealed that parenting prac-
tices have an indirect effect on externalizing behaviors by 
promoting or reducing school engagement. The mediational 
analyses indicated that parental involvement and positive 
parenting might increase the levels of school engagement, 
which, in turn, appear to contribute for a reduction in exter-
nalizing behaviors. In contrast, poor supervision, incon-
sistent discipline, and corporal punishment might weaken 
school engagement, which seems to lead to an increase in 
externalizing behaviors. These data reinforce the notion that 
school and family factors should not be dissociated from 
each other when aiming to study their influence on disrup-
tive behaviors. In turn, they should be studied together, thus 
allowing the understanding of their real impact on an indi-
vidual’s developmental path (Janssen et al., 2016; Mann et 
al., 2016). Furthermore, these results emphasize the major 
aim of this study, which was to verify if the different contexts 
surrounding the youth and the different relationships they 
establish with others would have a joint impact in the occur-
rence of externalizing behaviors. With the achieved results 
one can conclude that there is a fundamental influence of 
social bonds in the promotion or demotion of externalizing 
behaviors and that these bonds are strongly interrelated with 
each other.

Despite the contributions made by this research, there are 
a few limitations that should be noted. First of all, this study 
used a convenience sample, which means it is not possible to 
generalize the results since the sample is not representative. 
Future research may overcome this limitation by using a 
randomly selected sample, using different schools. Further-
more, the possible existence of some biases that might have 
undermined our data should be acknowledged. Specifically, 
self-report data, like the one adopted in the current study, 
holds a risk for social desirability bias. Future research 
should control for this variable. Employing, for example, an 
additional method of data collection (e.g., teacher and par-
ents’ reports) could also help overcome this limitation. Also, 
when the data were collected, the students had just returned 
to face-to-face teaching after months of confinement, due to 
Covid-19. The impact the pandemic period had on children 
and youth and how it affected their perceptions of school it is 
not known, but one might consider that this might have had 
an influence on the data obtained. This might be verified by 
replicating this study in other schools and at different times 
less influenced by the pandemic. Finally, given the cross-
sectional nature of the current research, the results obtained 
are correlational, and it is not possible to establish casual 
relations. This is particularly important in the relationship 
between school engagement and externalizing behaviors, 

the crucial role that social bonds and the affective connec-
tion with normative individuals play in preventing external-
izing behaviors (Hirschi, 1969; Liu, 2004).

The second major finding of the current study was that 
parenting practices have a direct effect on school engage-
ment and on externalizing behaviors, corroborating the 
results from previous studies (e.g., Gault-Sherman, 2012; 
Liu, 2018; Stattin & Kerr, 2000). Parental involvement 
was the strongest correlate of school engagement. That 
is, for this sample, the existence of parents or caregivers 
who seek to engage positively with children and maintain 
an affective bond with them, may enhance their probability 
of positively engaging with school as well. This is in line 
with previous studies, such as the one from Hill and Wang 
(2015), who, through a longitudinal study concluded that 
parental involvement is an important predictor of school 
engagement, since it would provide children and youth with 
a foundation for promoting their sense of self-efficacy and 
self-confidence on their skills (Juang & Silbereisen, 2002). 
Furthermore, these results suggested that when parents are 
more involved with their children it might promote the 
development of a sense of competence that could result in a 
much healthier attachment to school (Hill & Wang, 2015).

In addition to parental involvement, inconsistent disci-
pline and corporal punishment also emerged as significant 
predictors of youth’s externalizing behaviors. Consistent 
discipline can promote children and youth’s accountabil-
ity for their actions and makes the consequences of their 
maladaptive behaviors more predictable (Halgunseth et 
al., 2013). In turn, inconsistent discipline creates an unpre-
dictable environment, in which children’s behavior is nei-
ther modeled nor appropriately responded to. Moreover, 
this type of discipline is associated with the development 
of impulsive reactions and a preference for immediate 
rewards, which may culminate in the occurrence of exter-
nalizing behaviors (Van Gelder et al., 2018). Corporal pun-
ishment, a kind of severe discipline, is associated with the 
development of coercive family relationships and with the 
learning of antisocial behavioral patterns by children and 
youth (Thornberry, 2005). Additionally, this type of disci-
pline fosters in children/youth the belief that their desires 
can be achieved through power and violence (McCord, 
1997). Consequently, as our data also suggested, exter-
nalizing behaviors are also more likely to occur. Several 
criminological studies have reached similar conclusions. 
For example, in the Cambridge-Somerville Youth Study was 
found that when adopted by the mother, corporal punish-
ment increased the likelihood of violent behavior and when 
enforced by the father it increased the likelihood of future 
serious criminality (Farrington et al., 2003). Additionally, 
in their study “Unraveling Juvenile Delinquency”, Laub 
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affect externalizing behaviors, taking also in account cul-
tural, demographic and gender differences. Regarding this, 
it should be noted that, to the best of our knowledge, this 
study constitutes a pioneering research in Portugal, which 
has corroborated findings from other studies conducted 
on countries with different cultures and backgrounds, thus 
highlighting the importance and strength of our findings. 
Finally, the mechanisms by which school climate and school 
engagement can affect youth externalizing behaviors should 
also be explored in future studies. This knowledge is crucial 
to develop more complex criminological theories, but also 
to inform professionals and school public policy reforms.

Finally, our outcomes are suggestive of promising areas 
of action and have important practical implications. They 
suggest that parents and school agents should work together 
to promote youth connectedness to school, preventing, even 
if indirectly, the development of externalizing behaviors. 
Whether at the universal, indicated or selective level, our 
findings call for efforts to implementing parenting skills 
training programs designed to improve positive parenting 
practices (e.g. consistent and inductive discipline strate-
gies, parental warmth and involvement), and efforts to sup-
port schools with interventions aimed at promoting school 
engagement, safety and discipline. Those are cost-effective 
multidimensional interventions that may have a far-reaching 
impact on children and youth development. For example, 
the Triple P - Positive Parenting Program, a parent-training 
program, has shown to be effective in improving positive 
and healthy parent-children relationships, reducing child 
abuse and children’s emotional and behavioral problems 
(Nowak & Heinrichs, 2008; Prinz et al., 2009). Regarding 
school interventions, social and emotional learning pro-
grams, designed to improve not only cognitive skills, but 
also emotion regulation seem to be particularly relevant to 
increase student’s motivation, participation and bonding to 
school. For example, the STEP - School Transitional Envi-
ronment Program, a school-based intervention designed 
to reduce student anonymity, increase responsibility and 
respect to school norms, proved to be effective in decreasing 
school transition stress and conduct problems, promoting 
academic performance, academic expectations, and positive 
classroom behaviors (Feiner et al., 1994). Another exam-
ple is the Child–Parent Center, a school- and family-based 
early intervention program that aimed to foster school suc-
cess and social competence, by providing a stable learning 
environment and parent involvement in children’s educa-
tion (Reynolds & Suh–Ruu Ou, 2011). The positive impact 
of these interventions in multiple contexts of youth’s lives 
emphasizes the need to create public policies specifically 
focused on creating a protective family and school environ-
ment. This is particularly important for countries such as 
Portugal which, like others, present a school curriculum that 

since it is theoretically possible to argue that both the lack of 
school engagement leads to these behaviors and vice versa 
(Wang & Fredricks, 2014). On this matter, previous stud-
ies suggested that both externalizing behaviors and lack of 
school engagement would both be consequences of a wider 
syndrome of behavioral problems, as part of an underlying 
tendency toward deviance or youthful rebellion (Donovan 
& Jessor, 1985; Hirschfield & Gasper, 2011). Furthermore, 
although it is expected that youth who are not engaged 
at school have a higher propensity to present delinquent 
behaviros, this does not mean that the lack of engagement 
is the cause of it (Steinberg & Avenevoli, 1998). In fact, 
what originated the lack of engagement could be the same 
thing that contributed to behavioral problems - not only are 
there risk-prone adolescents, but there are also risk-prone 
contexts. The results of this study hint in precisely that 
direction: parenting practices have been shown to influence 
both school engagement and levels of externalizing behav-
iors. Longitudinal research is needed to help determine the 
causal directions of these findings.

Theoretical and practical implications

Regardless of its limitations, the current study has impor-
tant theoretical and practical implications and represents an 
added value to the field of research on the phenomenon of 
youth externalizing behaviors and its correlates.

In fact, the results support ecological (e.g. Bronfen-
brenner & Morris, 1998) and developmental perspectives 
(e.g. Sampson & Laub, 1995; Thornberry, 2005) in explain-
ing the link between family, school and externalizing behav-
iors, by suggesting that both parenting and schools can act 
as risk or protective contexts in youth development. As we 
have tried to highlight throughout this article, the relation-
ships that pre-adolescents and adolescents establish with 
their parents and with their school can provide them with 
the necessary support to balance the typical cognitive, 
social, and emotional changes of this developmental stage. 
Parents can support their children and encourage them to get 
involved in academic learning and school activities, while 
teachers and other school staff can promote a greater attach-
ment to school by creating positive and trusting relationships 
with students. However, as our results suggest, these rela-
tionships are not as clear and linear as they appear to be, but 
rather a complex network of interactions worthy of research 
(Thornberry et al., 1991). Therefore, this study sought to 
bring clues in that direction and to emphasize the need to 
look at behavioral problems as multidimensional constructs 
differently influenced by several risk and protective factors, 
which, in turn, also interact with each other. Future research 
should explore how other individual and social factors, such 
as self-control, deviant peers or neighborhood features can 
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