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Introduction

American women are increasingly pursuing higher education to the point that the historical
gender gap in collegiate and post-collegiate graduation has not only closed, but reversed
(Buchman and DiPrete 2006). Given that women still have primary responsibility for raising
children (Sayer 2005), these trends in female educational attainment have implications for
children’s academic success and subsequent status attainment as adults. This is because
education cultivates social, cognitive, and psychological capacities, enhances knowledge and
skills, and shapes values and standards of success (Kingtson et al. 2004; Mirowsky and Ross
2003) that affect how mothers manage their children’s education to give them a competitive edge
in school (Lareau 2003). Indeed, there is a compelling body of research linking mothers’ and
children’s educational pathways through pro-academic parenting (Magnuson 2007).

At the same time, higher education is consistently associated with a higher likelihood of
marriage, whereas less education is associated with a higher likelihood of divorce, cohabitation,
and nonmarital childbearing (Raley & Bumpass, 2003; Sweeney & Cancian, 2004). Importantly,
these relationship statuses affect the flow of resources from mothers to children—particularly
money, time, and socioemotional support—and the extent to which mothers’ successfully
promote their children’s achievement (Amato, 2005). In this way, the effects of family structure
on children’s achievement could potentially narrow or widen maternal educational differences in
children’s achievement. In order to understand how educational advantage (and disadvantage) is
transmitted, when it is blunted (e.g., single parenthood), and whether it can be supplemented by
an alternative socioeconomic resource (e.g. marriage), it is important to consider the impact of
maternal education, via parenting, on children’s achievement in tandem with children’s exposure
to different family structures. This study examines how children’s family structure during the
transition into elementary school potentially moderates the link between maternal education,
parenting, and children’s early achievement. This period was selected given prior research
indicating that parenting during this time is especially important for shaping children’s early
academic success (Augustine and Crosnoe 2009; NICHD SECCYD 2005).

Of course, as family structures grow more diverse, so does the likelihood that mothers and
children will experience at least one, if not more, family structure transition (Cavanagh and
Huston 2006). Indeed, higher education is also associated with a higher likelihood of marital
stability, whereas less education is associated with a higher likelihood marital instability These
family structure transitions can also interrupt the flow of important resources (in the case of
divorce), introduce new resources (in the case of marriage), or be disruptive in their own right
(Avellar & Smock, 2005; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Smock, Manning, and Gupta 1999).
Therefore, this study will also consider the effect of family structure transitions, including
whether children experience a transition and the type of families they transition into and out of.
There is some emerging evidence that transitions are associated with parenting stress (which can
effect parenting) among less educated mothers, but not among higher educated mothers, but that
transitions have the greatest negative impact on the reading activities of the most educated
mothers (Beck et al 2008; Cavanagh and Huston 2006; Cooper et al 2009). Therefore, this study
will consider the extent to which family structure transitions alter the link between maternal
education and parenting and whether these effects translate into divergences (or convergences) in
children’s achievement trajectories.



The results from this study aim to unveil whether the availability (or absence) of these
relationship resources amplify, or lessen, the well-documented benefits of maternal education,
through parenting, on children’s early achievement. These findings will help determine whether
policies and resources aimed at improving children’s well-being are best served focusing
mothers’ human capital resources or family programs aimed at promoting marriage and marital
stability and reducing nonmarital fertility.

Data and Sample

Data for this study come from the NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development
(SECCYD). The SECCYD is a birth cohort study designed to understand the developmental
implications of child care, but has since followed children at regular intervals into elementary
school up through the oth grade. The families who participated in this study were recruited from
hospitals in or near 10 locations: Little Rock, AR; Irvine, CA; Lawrence, KS; Boston, MA;
Philadelphia, PA; Pittsburgh, PA; Charlottesville, VA; Morganton, NC; Seattle, WA; and
Madison, WI. During selected sampling periods in 1991, 5,265 new mothers met the eligibility
criteria for the study (at least 18 years old, conversant in English, with a healthy singleton child,
and no plans to move) and agreed to be contacted after their return home from the hospital. A
total of 1,364 families were enrolled in the study.

Although not nationally representative, this sample was economically and geographically
diverse. The SECCYD also includes repeated measures of children’s achievement; repeated
measures of mothers’ current relationship status, and repeated measures of parenting (including
observations) across multiple domains, making it well suited to the aims of this study. The
analytical sample for this study includes the 1,030 children who participated in the 1** grade
follow-up and whose mothers were their primary caregivers.

Focal Measures

Maternal education. During the 1 month interview, mothers reported the total number of years
of education they had received and their highest level of degree attainment. Dummy variables
were used to sort mothers into five education groups (less than high school, high school
graduate, some college, college graduate, graduate work or degree). Unfortunately, we could not
account for increases in maternal education since the child’s birth because of documented
problems with these reports (see Technical Note 13 on study website). Although some mothers
reported additional schooling, few reported additional degree attainment.

Parenting. In line with past SECCYD research identifying critical periods of influence (NICHD
EECRN, 2005), parenting will be measured immediately before school entry at 54 months and at
1* grade. Measures of parenting (at 54 months and 1% grade) include observer ratings of
maternal sensitivity, mother-child interactions (e.g., stimulation of cognitive development), and
the home learning environment (measured by the HOME); mothers’ reports of their parenting
demands (e.g., on prosocial behavior and maturity), disciplinary strategies, organization of
children’s lives (e.g., after school activities, play with friends), use of early enrichment activities
(e.g., center care), and mothers’ involvement in these activities; and teacher/mother reports of
mothers’ school involvement.



Family structure. Relationship status will be assessed by quarterly reports of household
members and their relationship to one another at each time point. Relationship instability will be
indexed by the number of changes in marital status from birth through 54 months. Family
structure at birth and current family structure (at 54 months and first grade) will be measured
using these same reports and sorted into four dummy categories (married, single, cohabiting,
step-family). Lastly, these three measures (instability, family structure at birth, and current
family structure) will be combined to create several categories that capture family structure
trajectories from birth through the start of school.

Achievement. School-based achievement will be assessed across elementary school (1 to 5t
grade) by two subtests of the Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-Educational Battery— Revised (Letter
Word for reading and Applied Problems for math), administered during 1*, 3 and 5" grade,
The Bracken Test of Concepts (administered at 36 months) will control for school readiness.

Analytic Strategy

The baseline model for the analyses will be a path analysis model integrating a latent growth
curve model of child achievement. Parent education will be the exogenous predictor, and
parenting (at 54 months and 1** grade) will be the mediator. For child achievement, the outcome
variable, the latent growth curve will include an intercept (achievement measured in 1* grade)
and slope (change in achievement from 1* to 5t grade). Next, measures of family structure will
be entered into the baseline model as main effects and interactions with maternal education. This
will test whether different elements of children’s family structure histories are associated with
trajectories of achievement, are mediated by parenting, and are conditioned by maternal
education.

This model will be estimated in Mplus (Muthen & Muthen 2001). All models include
conventional controls (e.g., income, race) as well as controls for theoretically identified
observable confounds (e.g., mothers’ IQ, mothers mental health, children’s earliest recorded
cognitive and intellectual skills, children’s experiences in child care, paternal wages) that could
potentially threaten causal inference. The robustness of findings will be measured by the Impact
Threshold for Confounding Variables (ITCV), an index that gauges how powerful unobservable
confounds would have to be to negate causal inferences (Frank 2000).

Selected Preliminary Results and Next Steps

The unconditional growth curve model for children’s achievement revealed that the average
child added 17 points per year to his/her average test score between first grade (M = 461.44 for
intercept) and fifth grade (M = 17.24 for slope) and that there was significant variation around
the means of the intercept and slope (248.8, p < .05 for achievement intercept; and 5.17, p < .05
for achievement slope). Regressing the intercept and slope of achievement on maternal
education as well as on the time varying covariates (e.g., family structure) and time invariant
covariates (e.g., age at birth) revealed, not surprisingly, that much of this variation is due to
maternal education. Children of women with advanced degrees scored about 10 points higher
than their peers with high school educated mothers, although they did not differ in their rates of
achievement growth. Thus, the children of more educated mothers started off school with a clear
academic advantage and then maintained this advantage in stable form over the next few years.
Adding different measures of parenting to this model revealed that many (although not all)



parenting behaviors mediate the link between maternal education and child achievement. The
next step in the analysis involves adding the different measures of family structure as main
effects and interactions will maternal education.
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