Parental Marital Status and Children’s Education in Developing
Countries
Abstract: Research based on the United States and other developed
countries suggests that children in intact, two-parent households typically
have better educational outcomes than children in single-parent and stepfamily households. However, living with two biological parents does not have
a consistently beneficial effect on children’s secondary school enrollments
across developing countries (Wilcox et al. 2009). While cultural differences
between countries (e.g., degree of extended family involvement in
schooling) may explain some of this inconsistency, this paper tests the
hypothesis that marriage matters. More specifically, we test whether
parental marital status affects secondary school enrollments both for
children residing with both biological parents (cohabitation versus marriage)
and for children residing with one biological parent (single versus married).
We also determine whether incorporating marital status produces more
consistent estimates of the effect of family structure across disparate
developing country settings.

Universal primary education of children in the developing world is one of the
eight goals selected by world leaders in 2000 under the aegis of the United
Nations Millennium Development Initiative.1 The focus on education
embodied in the second Millennium Development Goal is but one sign that
the international community now recognizes the importance of education for
the economic, social, and physical well-being of children, their family
members, and society at large.2 The international community has made
important strides in meeting this development goal, with primary school
enrollment in the developing world up from 83 percent in 2000 to 89 percent
in 2008.3
Nevertheless, important global strides that have been made in recent years
to ensure that children in the developing world get the primary education
they need have not been matched by a similarly successful effort to furnish
them with a secondary education. One factor that could account for the
considerable degree of variation in secondary school-age children’s
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enrollment in school may be family structure. Indeed, recent research
suggest that family structure varies widely across the developing world. For
instance, only about 36 percent of children in South Africa live with both of
their biological parents, whereas an estimated 91 percent of children in
Egypt live with both of their biological parents.4 These variations in family
form may have important implications for the odds that children will be able
to enroll and persist in school, if biological parents play a particularly
important role in devoting financial, cultural, and social resources to their
children.
This study builds on preliminary work on the effect of coresidence with
biological parents as a determinant of enrollment in school among children
of secondary school age.5 It uses data from Colombia, Egypt, India, Kenya,
Nigeria, and Peru—the same Demographic and Health Survey countries
utilized in the Wilcox et al. study—and also extends the sample to other DHS
countries with appropriate household-level data. We test whether having
married biological parents in the household promotes schooling more
consistently across countries than does simply having biological parents in
the household. Among children living with one biological parent, we test
whether their parent’s marital status has a significant and consistent effect
on secondary school enrollments across countries.
Our core sample is then the 86,727 children of secondary school age6 as
determined from the household files from the Demographic and Health
Surveys in Colombia, Egypt, India, Kenya, Nigeria, and Peru. Enrollment in
school is the dependent variable, with no distinction made between primary
and secondary enrollments: thus children who are behind grade for age are
still counted as having a positive outcome as long as they were still enrolled
at survey. We also control for five sociodemographic factors: the head of the
household’s education, the household’s wealth, region (rural or urban), the
child’s sex, and the child’s age. These controls allow us to determine if any
associations between family structure and children’s schooling are robust
even after controlling for sociodemographic factors that could confound or
distort any links between family structure and education.
The key independent variables are the number of biological parents in the
household and parental marital status. The Wilcox et al. study that found
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inconsistent effects of family structure across the core sample simply
compared having both biological parents, only one, and none. We instead
construct more complicated categories by including parental marital status.
If both biological parents are present in the household and they are both
married, we assume they are married to each other. If only one biological
parent is present in the household and is married to someone also in the
household, we consider those children separately from children living with
one unmarried parent.7
Ultimately, we compare secondary school enrollments of children in the
following categories:
1) living with married biological parents
2) living with unmarried biological parents
3) living with one married biological parent
4) living with a single parent
5) living with no biological parents
There are, of course, other family structure variables that could usefully
refine these categories, e.g., whether biological parents are still living, if
grandparents are present in the household, but even this simple refinement
may help clarify how family structure affects education in the developing
world.

The Family’s Role in Children’s Schooling
In his seminal work on education, the late James Coleman detailed the ways, in general, that the
economic, cultural, and social capital of the family plays a crucial role in shaping the arc of
children’s educational attainment in the United States.8 Coleman’s insights, which have been
supported by research in much of the developed world, suggest that the economic, cultural, and
social capital of the family is important in the following ways for children’s educational
achievement:
•
Economic capital allows parents to buy books, school uniforms, hire tutors, pay school
fees or tuition, and move to neighborhoods/regions with good schools.
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•
Parents’ cultural (or human) capital—that is, their skills, knowledge, and education—can
be an important resource in guiding their children’s education, in inspiring their children to make
the most of their education, and in providing their children with the basic knowledge and cultural
literacy they need to do well in school.
•
A family’s social capital—social networks constituted by family members that foster
mutual aid, share information, and reinforce norms—can be crucial in monitoring, motivating,
and encouraging children to become educated; moreover, family social capital can also allow
children to access economic and cultural resources in their kinship networks.9
Coleman also argued that the structure of the family influences the likelihood that a child will
have access to the economic, cultural, and social capital that maximizes his or her odds of
educational success.10 In Coleman’s words:
The physical absence of adults may be described as a structural deficiency in family
social capital. The most prominent element of structural deficiency in modern families is
the single-parent family. However, the nuclear family itself… can be seen as structurally
deficient, lacking the social capital that comes with the presence of… grandparents or
aunts and uncles in or near the household.11
Coleman’s basic point was this: Children may be most likely to succeed educationally when they
have easy access to many family members who can invest in them, such as an extended family,
and may be most likely to fail when they have access to only one or no parent, as is the case
when children live in a single-parent family or in an orphanage.12
The “Two Parents are Better than One” Hypothesis
The ideal way to test Coleman’s theory would be to compare children living in intact, extended
families with their two biological parents, as well as grandparents and/or other members of their
kin, with children in other family arrangements. By Coleman’s reckoning, children living with
both of their biological parents in extended families would have the greatest access to the
economic, cultural, and social resources of their kin. While some information on the presence of
relatives of the household head is available from the DHS, a complete picture of the presence of
extended family members for all family types is not available. In the future, we intend to
investigate whether other adults contribute to educational outcomes. The current analysis
compares the school attendance rates of children according to the number of biological parents
and their marital status.
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In this section we focus on the ways in which children living with two biological parents might
be advantaged. The social scientific literature from the developed world, especially the United
States, suggests that children are more likely to excel in the educational arena when they live
with their two biological parents.13
In particular, the literature on families in the developed world suggests four important
advantages that two biological parents hold over a single- or lone-parent family:

•
Two-parent families typically have access to more employment, income, savings, and
kin-related economic resources than do single parent families.
•
On average, two parents are able to devote more time, affection, and monitoring to their
children than are single-parents.14
•
Two parents can monitor one another’s parenting, as well as relieve one another when
they find that parenting is becoming difficult or wearisome. Consequently, the overall quality of
parenting tends to be higher in two-parent families, compared with single-parent families.
•
Two parents are typically more successful in involving both sets of a child’s kin-based
networks in providing social and emotional support to a child, compared with single-parent
families.15
But is biology important? Do children in a step-family with one biological parent and one stepparent do as well as children in an intact, biological family? On average, in the developed world,
children in step-families with one biological parent do not do as well in the educational arena as
do children living in intact families with both of their two biological parents.16
There are at least three reasons this is the case. First, step-parents typically invest less time and
money in their children than do biological parents, in part because the step-parent (and the child
and biological parent as well) are less likely to see step-children as their own, and in part because
they generally have not had an ongoing relationship with a child since birth. Second, on average,
children are less likely to respond favorably to step-parents, compared with biological parents.
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Step-parents can be perceived by children as interlopers, who interfere with their ability to
maintain a good relationship with one or both of their biological parents. Furthermore, stepparents often do not have as clear a role, and the requisite authority, in children’s lives as do
biological parents. Finally, children living in a step-family are more likely to perceive that their
step-parent is less invested in their lives than children living with their two biological parents
(see above).17 Third, step-parents are significantly more likely to be abusive or neglectful
towards their children, compared with biological parents. This distinctive pattern of
abuse/neglect is probably related to the fact that step-parents are less likely to have a
longstanding relationship with their step-children, to have a clearly defined role in the family,
and to have a strong identity as a parent of their step-children.18 (Some research suggests that
they are more likely to be reported as well.)
Less is known about whether the intact, biological two-parent family also confers advantages to
children in the developing world. Further, little is known about how well cohabitation substitutes
for marriage in producing good educational outcomes for children in two-parent families. Many
of the reason enumerated above for why two are better than one do not depend on the
relationship between the two. However, to the extent that cohabiting parents maintain separate
resources, not everything that might have been available to the child actually is. Moreover,
investment in the child as a long-run project may have less salience where the future of the
relationship is less certain. This may be particularly true where lineage systems (matrilineal and
patrilineal descent) dictate that the child essentially belongs to one side of the family.
The “Mother Knows Best” Hypothesis
It is also possible that family structure does not affect children’s educational enrollment in the
developing world in the same way that it does in the developed world. One possibility in
particular is that children reared in single-parent homes, usually by their mothers, actually do
better than children reared in homes with both of their biological parents. This is because there is
evidence to suggest that mothers are more likely to devote economic and social capital to their
children than are fathers, and that single mothers are freer to focus on their children than are
mothers in two-parent households. If this is the case, than a mother’s remarriage would actually
be a detriment to a child, and treating all children with one biological parent the same would
conceal important heterogeneity.
For instance, a number of studies in Sub-Saharan Africa have found that children are more likely
to succeed in the educational arena if they are raised in female-headed households, compared
with children raised in homes with their two biological parents.19 In reflecting on their findings
regarding female-headed households and children’s school enrollment in Sub-Saharan Africa,
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Cynthia Lloyd and Ann Blanc argue that in many African societies “female household heads are
more likely to invest resources, including time, money, and emotional support, in facilitating the
education of children living in their household” than are male household heads.20 This could give
children an educational advantage in female-headed households.
The Parents Don’t Matter Hypothesis
Another possibility is that neither the presence of biological parents nor their marital status
matters for children’s educational enrollment in the developing world. First, family structure may
not matter much because other factors in the social environment matter more. Specifically, some
research indicates that school quality is a much more important factor in predicting children’s
educational performance in the developing world than is family background. For instance, after
studying this topic, Stephen Heyneman and William Loxley conclude that “school and teacher
quality appear to be the predominant influence on student learning around the world; and the
poorer the national setting in economic terms, the more powerful this school effect appears to
be.”21
A second reason that the presence of biological parents may not necessarily matter is that the
extended family is so strong that kin networks—grandparents, aunts, uncles, and so forth—
buffer against the disadvantages associated with single parenthood, orphanhood, poverty, or poor
schools near one’s biological parents.
Specifically, research indicates that in some developing countries the extended family is so
strong that it offers a “safety net” that buffers against any potential ill effects of single
parenthood, orphanhood, and poverty when it comes to children’s education.22 A number of
studies of Asian countries suggest that children in single-parent families do as well or better than
children in two-parent families because extended family members tend to reach out to single
mothers and provide them with extra financial and social resources to make up for the loss of a
father due to divorce or death.23 Likewise, a number of studies in Africa indicate that children
who are fostered to kin—either because they are orphans, because their biological parents are too
poor, or because their kin have access to better schools than their biological parents—can do as
well or better in school as children who reared by their biological parents.24
This study tests whether variation between cultural contexts in the effect of having biological
parents in the household on secondary school enrollments remains after accounting for parental
marital status.
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