Divorce divide, educational divide? The complex interaction between the educational level of parents
and the family trajectories and educational attainment of children: testing the selection, stress and
differential coping and resource hypotheses.

Introduction

Educational level is associated with the chance on experiencing a marital break-up and subsequent post-
divorce family transitions. Although it was reverse in the past, children with lower educated parents
nowadays have a higher chance on experiencing a parental divorce then children with higher educated
parents. Due to different coping mechanisms and resources, the association between parental divorce
and the educational attainment of children could expect to be higher for children with lower educated
parents. If specific family trajectories during childhood and youth effect educational outcomes of
children differently in different social groups, family history functions as an important engine of social
inequality. Educational disadvantages have longterm consequences on the chances on the labor market
during adulthood (Amato & Keith, 1991) and consequently on life development in general.

In sum, educational level and divorce experience are associated in a complex way, in which divorce can
be a primary factor in the maintenance or even reinforcement of social inequality. In this paper, we focus
on the question whether specific post-divorce family trajectories affect the educational attainment of
children with respectively lower, middle and highly educated parents differently.

A life course perspective

Using a life course perspective, we assume that the complete family history during childhood and youth
is important when studying the relationship between the family system of children and their educational
achievement. Only a life course perspective can grasp crucial differences in the family contexts of
children as family histories can unfold in many ways following parental divorce (Cavanagh, Schiller &
Riegle-Crumb, 2006; Tillman, 2007). Post divorce family life can be either stable or unstable, with more
or less additional post divorce family transitions (Sun & Li, 2009). For example, one child can live
permanently with mother and stepfather until leaving the parental home, another child can experience
two or more additional family separations when the new partner relationship of mother and/or father
ends. The custody arrangement following parental divorce is also very determining within this context
and can therefore not be ignored: joint custody arrangements increase the chance of children to live
together with stepparents and father-child and mother-child relationships develop differently in sole
custody and join custody arrangements.

The timing of specific family transitions within the life course of children is also important: parental
divorce, specific custody arrangements, single parenthood or remarriage can be experienced differently
by e.g. toddlers, primary school children or adolescents. Fisher (2004) and Spruijt (2009) for example
report a bigger impact of parental divorce in primary or secondary school then in kindergarten and in
higher education. Using a life course perspective therefore implies looking at both the nature and
duration of specific family configurations and the nature and timing of specific family transitions.



A selection into specific family trajectories

Divorce and specific subsequent post-divorce family trajectories are not proportionally distributed across
different social groups within society. In other words, there is a kind of selection into divorce,
remarriage, ... which cannot be ignored when studying the association between family histories and the
educational outcomes of children.

In times of high legal, social, economic and cultural barriers to divorce, divorce can be seen as innovative
behavior. Social class and divorce chance were therefore positively related within this context (Harkonen
& Dronkers, 2006). In recent times, this association reversed within many countries, also in Flanders
(Belgium). This negative association runs indirectly by more frequent stress factors related to financial
problems (e.g. Poortman, 2005), less communication skills (e.g. Amato 1996),... Martin (2004) even
speaks of a growing evidence for a divorce divide relating this association between socioeconomic
disadvantages and family instability.

Not much is known on the educational selection into remarriage or post-marital cohabitation. We could
expect a selection effect in both the formation and instability of higher-order relationships. Educational
level can be positively associated with stepfamily formation (e.g. Amato, 2000; Montalto & Gerner, 1998
) and negatively with stepfamily instability.

Parental divorce and educational achievement

Many authors have reported on the negative association between parental divorce and the educational
attainment of children (e.g. Albertini & Dronkers, 2009; Cavanagh, Schiller & Riegle-Crumb, 2006;
Tillman, 2007). Some have even found that divorce has become more damaging in recent cohorts (Evans,
Kelley, Wanner, 2001).

The resource deprivation perspective is one of the most cited theoretical explanation regarding the
impact of parental divorce and educational achievement (Sun & Li, 2009). Many studies rely on
Bourdieu’s theory on social, cultural and economical capital (1986) and focus on the changes in the
family structure and family functioning following divorce and on the consequences of these changes for
the available capital in the family (e.g. Fisher, 2004; Manning & Lamb, 2003; Schriner, Mullis & Schlee,
2009). Less social and financial resources (e.g. Astone & MclLanahan, 1991; Fisher, 2004; Pong, Dronkers
& Hampden-Thompson, 2003; Pong & Ju, 2000; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994), less parental involvement
and lower parental expectations (e.g. Astone & Mclanahan, 1991; Pong, Dronkers & Hampden-
Thompson, 2003) and changes in housing or school (e.g. Amato, 2005; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994)
can lead to lower educational attainment.

A second important and frequently used theoretical explanation for the association between family life
and wellbeing is stress theory: new partner relationships and relationship dissolutions of parents can be
stressfull life events in the lives of children and induce additional changes such as moving houses,
financial downturns,... (e.g. Amato, 2010; Lamb, Sternberg & Thompson, 1997; Tillman, 2007). The
cumulative effects hypothesis or multiple risk-model argues that the effects of such transitions are
cumulative: every transition leading to more stress and a lower well-being (e.g. Kurdek, 1994; Wu &
Thomson, 2001), demonstrating the importance of looking at complete family histories when studying
outcomes for children (Amato, 2010).



Remarriage and educational achievement

A new partner or stepparent can be beneficial for the social, cultural and financial capital within the
family (e.g. Spruijt, 2007; Wagmiller, Gershoff, Veliz & Clements, 2010) with positive effects for the
wellbeing and educational achievements of the child. This idea of recompensation of parental divorce by
repartnering is however often negated within the literature (e.g. Amato & Keith, 1991; Jeynes, 2006;
Manning & Lamb, 2003; Raley, Frisco & Wildsmith, 2005; Tillman, 2007). The arrival of a new stepparent
can induce stress within the family, negatively affecting the wellbeing of the child. Children can see the
stepparent for example as a competitor for the time and love of the biological parent (Jonsson & Gahler,
1997).

Next to the presence of stepparents, stepfamilies are often characterized by the presence of step and/or
half siblings. Their presence can have specific influences on the educational attainment of children as
well. In so-called complex stepfamilies, children differ in the relatedness to (step)parents (Hetherington
& Jodl, 1994; Ganong & Coleman, 2004). There is however not much research available on the impact of
these specific family configurations on educational outcomes of children.

Differentials in the impact of divorce

Many factors moderate the association between the family histories of children and their outcomes
(Amato, 2010). Education would be an important moderating or protective factor in the adjustment to
divorce, with higher educated people more easily adjusting to divorce then lower educated people
(Amato, 2000). Different coping mechanisms and strategies and lower financial, social and cultural
resources could therefore reinforce the negative impact of divorce and subsequent post-divorce family
transitions on educational attainment for children with lower educated parents. A recent study of
Albertini & Dronkers (2009) shows support for this hypothesis by finding only a negative effect of divorce
on the education of children within the group with lower educated mothers and not within the group of
children with higher educated mothers.

In addition of social class differences, we could also expect gender differences. For example, some argue
that girls function less in stepfamilies then boys (Ganong & Coleman, 2004), while boys would suffer
more from the divorce itself (Amato, 2010). Others found no gender differences in adaptation to
parental divorce, single parenthood or stepfamily formation (e.g. Hetherington, 2006).

Present study

The objective of this study is to give new insights in how the educational level of parents, childhood
trajectories and the educational attainment of children are interrelated by using a life course
perspective. The research question can be divided into two subquestions:

1. How are specific family trajectories during childhood related to the educational outcomes of
children, before and after controlling for the educational level of their parents?

->We expect that children of lower educated parents experience more frequent the dissolution
of the parental marriage and of subsequent stepfamilies, which may partially explain the
association between family trajectories and educational attainment of children (selection
hypothesis)



- After controlling for the educational level of parents, we still expect a negative association
between the educational attainment of children and their family trajectories (resource
deprivation and stress hypothesis)

2. Is the association between family history and educational outcomes of children different
according to the educational level of the parents?
> We expect a bigger impact of parental divorce and stepfamily dissolution on the educational
attainment for children with lower educated parents than for children with higher educated
parents) (differential coping and resource hypothesis)

Figure 1: Conceptual scheme

Family trajectory during childhood and youth ——— Educational outcomes child
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Educational level parents

Dependent variables:

*Final educational track in high school: general vocational track, arts educational track, technical
educational track, vocational educational track

*Highest educational level obtained : primary school, secondary school , non-universitary higher
education, university degree

Key independent variables

*Family history during childhood/youth: using the technique of sequence analysis (Abbott & Hrycak,
1990 & Billari, Flirnkranz & Prskawetz, 2006), different measures of childhood family trajectories are
constructed, allowing to compare their predictive power regarding educational outcomes of children:

- Typology of typical childhood family trajectories (so-called sequence patterns):
0 Combining information on parental divorce experience, and, in case of parental divorce,
custody arrangement, presence of stepparents, stepsiblings and halfsiblings
0 Including information on timing of specific family transitions and duration of specific
family statuses of structure
- Measures of dispersion: entropy (‘variation’) and turbulence (measure of complexity)
- Measure of stability: number of transitions

*Educational level parents
*Gender

Data




We use data from the project Divorce in Flanders (DiF), a high-standard large-scale database containing
information on 1025 intact and 3525 dissolved marriages. Using a multi-actor perspective, both (ex-)
partners, a child and a parent of both (ex-)partners, and the new partner of the divorced partners were
guestioned. The data contains very detailed information on all pre and post marriage family transitions
of both (ex-)partners: timing and duration of partner relationships, remarriage, fertility transitions,...

According to the educational outcome that is studies, different research samples will be used of
respectively all children that finished secondary school and all children that finished their educational
career. The number of observations will vary between 500 and 1000 children according to the applied
condition on the status of the educational career. Information was collected from 1582 children in total,
from which approximately two third with divorced parents.

As the data of non-resident children is only released in November 2011, no preliminary analyses are
available
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