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Abstract 

This thesis explores the effect that living in single parent versus dual parent family 

structure h a  upon youth's educational outcomes. In particuiar, this thesis examines the 

impact the different family structures have upon the educational expectations and 

outcomes of youth. This study draws on Bourdieu's Theory of Practice, in particular his 

notion of capital, to heip examine and fi11 some of the gaps in our lmowledge as to how 

and why some parents have a positive influence upon their child's educational outcomes, 

while others do not. This thesis is a secondary andysis of data fiom a quantitative study 

of Hamilton, Ontario and Nova Scotian youth who were followed over a five yea. 

period, nom 1989 to 1994. At a bi-variate level, f d l y  structure was found to have an 

impact upon the youth's educational expectations and attainment levels. The key bding 

fkom the exploration at the multi-variate analyses found that living in a one-parent family, 

in and of itself, does not constitute grounds for expecting that a child will do worse than 

one who lives with two parents. 



C-R ONE - 
This thesis explores the effect that living in various types of family structure has 

upon youth's educational attainments. Over the past two decades there has been 

considerable change in the family structure in Canada. According to Statistics Canada 

(1993, 1996), the majonty of families (77%) are still headed by two people, but the 

incidence of married couples with children has steadily decreased from 83% in 1981. 

This decrease has been attributed to the increase in the number of lone-parent families in 

Canada. In 197 1, there were approximately 478,000 families headed by lone-parents; 

this number has doubled since then to a reported 955,000 children Living within a single 

parent farnily structure in 199 1. The same studies show that women head the vast 

majority (80%) of these lone-parent families. The high incidence of lone-parenting in 

Canada is atûibuted to the increase in the rate of divorce in Canada over the past few 

decades, as well as a growing number of women who, by choice, never marry. 

Studies conducted by Statistics Canada (1993) on farnily structure and income 

found that the typical two parent family had an average annual income of $59,000, 

whereas the average income of a single parent farnily was found to be $22,000. 

Fwthennore, Statistics Canada's 1993 report showed that 1.2 million children, under the 

age of 18, lived in a farnily with incomes below the Low income Cut-off. In fact, three 

out of every five female headed lone-parent families live below the Low-Incorne Cut- 

O&. 

' Low-incomc cut-off-financial informuon is obtaincd h m  a n n d  nationally rcprcscntativc survcys which look at household gros 
i n c o m .  The low incom cut-off varies by sizc of farriily unit and population of an area. These cut-offs rcprtsent lcvcls of p s s  
incomc. Sîatistics Canada suggcsts that the avcngc Canadian family spcnds 36 percent of thcir gros income on food sheltcr and 
clorhing, but for thosc who fall within the mlms of low-incorne spmt 56% or more of their incarne on Iifeas nmssities. 



Given these findùigs it is not surprising that more and more research is looking 

into the possible effects that living in the various types of family structure has upon 

youth's Iife trajectories. In particular, this thesis examines the impact that different 

family structures have upon the educational expectations and outcomes of youth. The 

family structures that will be examined include lone-parent and dual parent fkrnilie~.~ 

It is widely recognized that parents play an important role in their child's 

educational aspirations and outcomes, but there are gaps in our knowledge of how and 

why some parents in different farnily structures influence their children in different ways. 

This thesis will help to fil1 this gap by examining the relationship of family structure on 

educational outcomes. in doing so it draws on Bourdieu's Theory of Practice. 

ourdieu's Theorv of Prachce 1.1 

Bourdieu's Theory of Practice highlights some of the ways society's practices can 

be explained or accounted for by examinuig Life events that lead up to these practices. 

The concepts central to Bourdieu's Theory of Practice are capital, habitus, and field. By 

employing these concepts Bourdieu argues that the sociologist/anthropologist can "avoid 

the dilemmas of necessity and choice that have bedeviled sociology ... allow[ing] us to 

understand how social imperatives prompt individual position-takuig in a manner which, 

avoid[s] a mechanistic mode1 of detennined action.. ." (Fowler, 1997:3). 

This study does not include details on youth who Live in howholds headed by gay or lesbian couples 
although this is an important and under researched ma-see Curie, 1998. 



1.2 

In Bourdieu's approach, "[Clapitai can exist in objectified fom[s], such as 

properties, . . .the kinds of capital, Like tnunps in a game of cards, are powers which 

define the chances of profit in a given field" (Andres Bellamy, 1994: 121). Given this 

defintion it is undentandable why some researchers find the notion of cultural or social 

capital attractive, as it can provide the conceptual link between the attributes possessed 

by an individual actor and hedhis immediate social contexts. Bourdieu regards social 

institutions, such as schools and the farnily, as  vehicles by which society transmits the 

culture of the dominant class. Schools are found to effectively promote the ideology of 

the dominant class by promoting those students who enter the field equipped with the 

necessary tools: attitudes, values, belief, and behavioral patterns (Fowler, 1997). 

Bourdieu argues that it is viewed as 'naturai' for society to see those students who 

do not fair well in school as lacking in some ways. This failure is atîributed to a personal 

inadequacy of that person, not the system. The same can be said for those youth who do 

well in school; their success is seen as 'natural' for they are seen as hard working and 

desiring of it. Simply by Wtue of re-enforcing these beliefs the schools help to conceal 

the hidden 'real nature' of power in society. 

The educational system reproduces al1 the more perféctly the structure of 
the distribution of cultural capital among classes (and section of a class) in 
that the culture which it transmit is doser to the dominant culture and that 
the mode of inculcation to which it has recourse is Iess removed from the 
mode of inculcation practiced by the family (Bourdieu, 1977: 493). 



Bourdieu (1977) m e r  argues for those who believe that: 

[ilndividuals who have hoped for nothuig that they have not obtained and 
obtained nothing that they have not hoped for, are simply the least 
forgivable victims of the ideological effect which is produced by the 
school when it cuts off the social conditions of production al1 
predispositions regarding the school such as 'expectations ' , 'aspirations ' , 
'inclination', or 'desire', and thus tends to cover up the fact that objective 
conditions-and in the individuai case, the laws of the academic market- 
determine aspirations by detemüning the extent to which they cm be 
satisfied.. .. [Tl he educational system which merely records immediate or 
deferred self-elimination (in the fom of the self-relegation of children 
fkom the underprivileged classes to the lower educational streams) or 
encourages elimination simply by the effectiveness of a non-existent 
pedagogical practice ... masks more thoroughly than any other legitmation 
mechanism ... the arbitrary nature of the actuai demarcation of its public (p. 
496). 

Bourdieu argues that the school, along with other social institutions, is working on 

the assumption that al1 students enter into the field with the tools needed to decode and 

interpret the ideology of the dominate class. This assumption denies and masks the biases 

inherent in the school system. Denying these biases and downplaying the discriminatory 

practices of schools have far reaching consequences since cultural capital over tirne can 

be converted into economic capital (Andres Bellamy, 1994; Bourdieu, 1977). 

Furthemore, Bourdieu argues that as long as differences in educational outcornes 

are viewed and accepteci by society as reflecting simple differences in personal ability, 

and not the fault of the educationai system, the pnvilege of dominant groups is reinforceci 

and legitimated. According to Bourdieu culniral capital inherited through the family 

"remains the best hidden and socially most deterinhant educational investment" (Andres 

Bellamy, 1994: 123). 



1.3 Social C a  

Social capital is one important fom of capital discussed in Bourdieu's Theory of 

Practice. Bourdieu views social capital as being gained through family members, 

retainers (credit slips), or network of supporters. Therefore, 

[Tlhe volume of the social capital possessed by a given agent thus depends 
on the size of the network of comections he can effectively mobilue and 
on the volume of capital (economic, culhual or symbolic) possessed in his 
own right by each of those to whom he is comected (Bourdieu, 1986: 
249). 

In a similar vein, Coleman (1988) states "social capital exists in the relations among 

persons" (S100). At this point I tt.un to Coleman's conceptualization for it offers a deeper 

Ievel of understanding into the concept of social capital. 

Coleman (1988) examines social relationships in order to gain a fuller level of 

understanding of how they can be used and transfotmed into uselùl capital resources. 

Coleman argues that social capital can come in three forms: obligations, expectations, 

and tnistworthuiess. What each of these three forms of social capital have in cornmon is 

the investments one can create through social relationships which can, in turn, generate 

capital that improves an individual's life chances. Obligations come in the fom of 

'credit slips' or 'favors' an individual holds. The ability to cash in 'credit slips' depends 

upon the tnistworthiness of the individual or group who owes the 'favor'. Obligations 

are, therefore, seen as reciprocal. 

"An important form of social capital is the potential for information that inheres 

in social relation" (Coleman, 1988: S 104). The g a t h e ~ g  of vital information provides 

the basis for fbture actions. Coleman sees parents and the community in which one lives 

as the key to youth development. 



Social capital is generated when the family is embedded in social 
relationships with other families and community institutions. Parents 
command greater social capital when they are members of a community 
that has dense social ties and adheres to common values (Furstenberg & 
Hughes, 1995582). 

Field is a tem which is central to Bourdieu's theoretical argument. Field is the 

area in which objective social relations occur, and it is space where personal development 

and growth occurs. Field in its most global sense is a combination of overlapping spheres 

(political, econornic, cultural, educationd, family structures) which address power 

relationships in society. Each of these individual fields have their 

own rules and patterns of thought and production - and has a structure 
which, at any one moment in time, is detemiined by the specific relation 
which participants in the field have with one another, with activity in 
other fields, and with the overall power structure (Crowther, 1994: 156). 

Therefore, by examining the institution of family as a separate field one could 

argue that depending upon the amount and style of capital one brings into the field and 

that person's relative position within the field, one can predict an individual's level of 

success within another field (education). Bourdieu believes that those who have a feel 

for the game of life can enter into it with a stacked deck which will, in tum, enable thern 

to either invest their capital wisely or not (Bourdieu, 1977). Looker (1 994) expands upon 

this notion to include parents as a source of capital requires a two way action before its 

benefits can be achialized. Parents make advantages available; these advantages have to 

be used ('invested') by the children to lead to a pay off in terms of education or jobs. 

Capital, which, in its objectified or embodied forms, takes tirne to 
accumulate and which, as a potential capacity to produce profits and to 
reproduce itself in identical or expanded form, contains a tendency to 



persist in its being, is a force inscribed in the objectivity of things so that 
everything is not equaily possible or impossible. And the structure of the 
distribution of the different types and subtypes of capital at a given 
moment in time represents the immanent structure of the social world, i.e., 
the set of constraints, inscribed in the very reality of that world, which 
govem its functioning in a durable way, determining the chances of 
success for practices (Bourdie y 1977; 24 1-242). 

Bourdieu makes the argument that every agent @erson/structure) located within a 

field (family/educationaVoccupationaVpoliticai) brings to the field a personal set of 

dispositions, beliefs, and strategies which indicates hedhis position relative to the field. 

The habitus creates an active willed choice to occupy certain spaces, 
even if behind the choice there is also 
necessity . . . [Habitus]. . .conthuously transforms necessities hto 
strategies, constraints into preferences and without any mechanical 
determination, it generates the set of choices constituting life-styles 
(Bourdieu, 1993, cited in Fowler, l997:SO). 

Habitus can be viewed as a "practice-uni fjing and p ractice-generating principle that is 

capable of generating an infuiity of practices depending on changing objective situation" 

(Andres Bellamy, 1994: 126). Bourdieu (1990) feels that in order for successful practice 

to occur it requires that ''the actor both to operate within a specific habitus and to act 

creatively beyond the specific injunctions of the rules" (cited in Fowler, 1997:18). In 

other words students must not only have a feel for the game called school, they must also 

be capable and prepared to anticipate its wants and desire and, in tum, find ways in which 

to enact them in order to succeed educationally. 

This thesis uses Bourdieu's and Coleman's concepts of social capital to focus 

upon the role that parents (in particular parents from various farnily structures) play in the 

educational outcomes of their children. Data fiom a longitudinal study of youth's 

educational expectations and outcomes will dlow me to explore the extent to which 



social capital within a family and cornmunity affects educational paths. 

Chapter Two presents a review of the literature that identifies parental variables 

that can be seen as sources of capital and that, in tum, have an impact upon the youth's 

educational expectations and attainments. Chapter Three gives a detailed account of the 

data collection and the measures and methods chosen to analyze the data Chapter Four 

is compnsed of the data analysis that examines various background charactenstics of the 

youth and their parents. Chapter Five contains the results of data andysis performed at 

the bi-variate level (foms of capital by fmily structure). Chapter Six presents the results 

of the linear regression analysis. As well, Chapter Six explores the ways in which the 

educational system uses embodied 'symbolic capital' to help re-enforce the social stigma 

attached to single parents. Finally, Chapter Seven contains a discussion of the findings, 

reflecting upon the impact that symbolic capital has upon the youth's educational 

outcornes. 



Research indicates that the number of children growing up in single-parent 

households is on the rise (Statistics Canada, 1996). As a result a substantial body of 

research has been conducteci to tiy and explain the consequences of this shifi in f h l y  

structures upon the well-being of cIiildren involveci (Acock & Kiecolt, 1989; Alwin & 

Thomton, 1984; Amato & Keith, 1991; Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Downey, 1994; 

Dronkers, 1994; Ekstrom, 1986; Krein, 1986; Morrow, 1986; Mueller & Cooper, 1986; 

Okey & Cusick, 1995; Parsons, 1990; Rumberger, 1987; Sandefûr et al., 1992; Shaw, 1982; 

Thomson et al., 1994; Watts & Watts, 1991). Other studies show that more and more youth 

and parents are placing a greater importance upon education. In fact, youth and their parents 

are Iooking at post secondary education as an expected path that is thought to hold the key to 

hture success (Amato & Keith., 199 1 ; Downey, 1 994, 1995; honkers, 1994; Looker, 1994, 

Looker & Dwyer, 1998; Sandefur et al., 1992; Shaw, 1982; Statistics Canada, 1993; 

Stevenson & Baker, 1987; Thomson et al., 1994). 

Given the findings that youth and their parents are placing a greater importance upon 

education, it is relevant that numerous other studies have shown that children who grow up 

in a lone-parent household are less likely to complete high school or attend some sort of 

post-secondary institution. These include research by: Alwin & Thomton, 1984; Amato & 

Keith, 199 1 ; Astone & McLanahan, 199 1; Brown & Mann., 1990; Cohen, 1987; Dombusch 

et al., 1985; Downey, 1994, 1995; Dronkers, 1994; Ekstrom et al., 1986; Gringlas 

&Weinraub, 1995; Hao, 1996; Krein, 1986; Krein & BeUer, 1988; Milne et al., 1986; 



Momson, 1995; Mueller & Cooper, 1986; Parsons, 1990; Rumberger, 1987; Sandefur, 

1992; Shaw, 1982; Statistics Canada, 1993; Stevenson & Baker, 1987; Thomson et al., 

1994. 

These researchers suggest a number of rasons why children raised in single-parent 

families do not perform as well academically as their counterparts raised in two parent 

families. One central finding is that youth from single parent families (especially children 

fkom single iéxnale headed families) are more iikely to be poor and that poverty creates 

b e e r s  to obtainuig higher levels of education (Andres Bellamy, 1993; Acock & Kiecolt, 

1989; Alwin & Thomton, 1984; Amato & Keith, 1991; Astone & McLanahan, 1991; 

Downey, 1994; Dronkers, 1994; Ekstrom, 1986; Hanson, 1994; Hanson et al., 1995; Hao, 

1996; Hao & Brinton, 1997; Krein, 1986; Momw, 1986; Morrow, 1995; Mueller, 1986; 

Parsons, 1990; Rumberger, 1987; Sandefur et al., 1992; Shaw, 1982; Thomson et al., 1994; 

Watts & Watts, 199 2 ) .  

Secondly, lone-parents have been found to have lower levels of education. In him, 

parental level of education is found to have an impact upon the educationai attainment levels 

of their children (Alwin & Thorton, 1984; Dronkers, 1994; Gringlas & Weinraub, 1995; 

Guppy & Pendakur, 1989; Keith & Finlay, 1988; Milne et al., 1986; Okey & Cusick, 1995; 

Seginer, 1983; Seweli & Shah, 1968; Smith, 1982). Children who are raised in single parent 

families also tend to have lower levels of expectations for their fiitures (Astone & 

McLanahan, 1991 ; Dombusch, 1985; Downey, 1994; Ekstom, 1986; Gringlas & Weinraub, 

1995; Manski et al., 1992; Morrow, 1995; Stevenson & Baker., 1987). 

Still other researchers found that matemal employment has a negative impact upon 

the outcome of youth (Brown, 1990; Heyns et al., 1986; Milne et al., 1986; Ramanan, 1992; 



Statistics Canada, 1993). ûthen, focusing particdarly on dan-rurai differences, have 

examined the effects that 'regionality' has upon youth's Life outcomes @iinger-Tallman, 

1995; Furstenberg & Hughes, 1995; Lichter et ai., 1993; Looker, 1993; Looker & Dwyer, 

1998). The final major finding deals with parental attitudes, beliefs, and practices and how 

these variables can have either a positive or negative impact upon the youth's outcomes 

(Andres Bellamy, 1993; Aquilino, 1996; Astone & McLanahan, 1984; Biblm & Raftery, 

1993; Bibiarz et al, 1997; Brown & Mann, 1990; Cohen, 1987; Downey, 1995; Gringlas & 

Weinraub, 1995; Leung & Foster, 1987; Leung, 1995; Looker, 1994; Morrow, 1995; Okey 

& CusickJ995; Rumberger, 1987; Smith, 1989; Teachman et al., 1997; Thomson et al., 

1994; Tunittin et al., 1980; Vickers, 1994; Wang, 1993). 

A review of the above literature indicates that most researchers have cornbineci 

single-mother and single-father families into one category and labelled it 'lone-parent' or 

'single-parent' farnilies, while others have excluded single fathers h m  their analyses ail 

together. Research conducted on mothers and fathers indicates that they have distinct 

interactional styles with their child. As a result some reseafchers (Aquiho, 1996; Biblarz & 

Raftery, 1993; Biblarz et al., 1997; Bosman & Louwes, 1988; Downey, 1994; Eggebeen et 

al., 1996; Hanson et al., 1995; Momson, 1995; Teachman et al., 1997) have begun to 

recognize that single-parent families are not homogeneous. 

For the purpose of this literature review 1 wiil be discussing the variables that 

researchers suggested place children from single-parent families at an educational 

disadvantage, compared to children nom dual parent farnilies. The tust section wilI discuss 

the socio-econornic variables (potential sources of humdfinancial capital) found to 

influence youth's educational attainment levels. The second section will discuss the factors 



that deal with parent/child interactional styles (potential sources of habitus) and how these 

différent styles can influence the child's educational outcome. 

A growing number of studies have shown that family stnicture during childhood and 

adolescence has an effect upon the fi~ture outcome of these children as adults. It is a well- 

documented fact that youth's educational outcomes are linked to the socio-economic status 

of their f d y .  The relevant socio-economic characteristics include: the parents' incorne, 

parental occupation and education, as well as the attitudes and actions associated with these 

characteristics (Andres Bellamy & Hovorka, 1 993). No matter whether researchers have 

looked at a single variable or multiple variables, the fïndings have d been sirnilar: family 

socio-econornic characteristics have an impact upon the youth's educational outcome. 

2.1 a Parental Incorne 

Overall, research has found that children from higher socio-economic backgrounds 

have a greater likelihood of staying in, and cornpleting, their education and that they aspire 

towards higher occupational goals than do c hildren kom lower socio-economic 

backgrounds. (Alwin & Thomton, 1984; Andres Bellamy, 1993; Sewell & Shah, 1968; 

Stevenson & Baker, 1987). Alwin and Thomton's 1984 data, from a 18 year longitudinal 

çhidy of the role of family socio-economic status on youth's achievement outcomes, found 

that the child's early socioeconomic statu had more of an effect upon attainment levels than 

did their later status. Their fïndings indicate that 

...p arental socioeconomic status (or SES) tends to be positively relatai to 
school-achievement variables ...[ and ] it seems clear h m  [our] analysa that, 
except for the effects of family size, the addition of later socioeconomic 
variables contributes only trivially over and above what is contributed by the 
operation of the same factors in early life (p.799). 



Focusing upon ciifferences in family structures, Astone and McLanahan's 1991 

lit- review fond that children who grow up in single-parent fiimilies are less likely to 

complete high school. This lower level of attainment is attributed to the precarious 

economic situation of most single-parent families. In fw their review of the literature 

found that most studies indicate anywhere between 30 to 50 percent of children b r n  non- 

intact families did not complete high school. 

Statistics Canada (1 993) found that more early school leavers came h m  Ione-parent 

families and that the reason for this kdings can be related back to the "hi& incidence of 

low incornes experienced by lone-parent fimilies ...[ c]hildren Living in poverty often &er 

h m  malnutrition and other health problems, live in inadquate housing and experience 

discrimination" (S tatistics Canada, 1993:4). 

Acock & Kiecolt's 1989 study, using data which was pooled h m  thirteen General 

Social Surveys conducted in the United Stated between the years of 1972 to 1986, 

complements the above hdings. The researchers found that by examining the type of 

family one iived within during their adolescent years they couid predict whether it was 

family structure, per se, or the Iowa socio-economic statu and income that had the largeçt 

impact upon the youth's life outcornes. Acock & Kiecolt found that Iow socio-econornic 

statu experienced following family break ups was a better predictor of youth's life outcome 

than family structure itself. The researchers caution the readers as they feel that fùrther 

raearch needs to be conducted on friture youth cohorts to properly identiQ the long term 

effects of growing up in a non-traditional household has upon the life trajectories of youth. 

Gringlas and Weinraub's 1995 longitudinal study investigated how the lack of 

hancial resources affects materna1 and child functioning in households and, in t u .  the 



youth's life trajectories. in Gringlas and Wienraub's initial study the children were of pre- 

school age. At that time no significant différences in the child's academic achievement, 

behaviorai, social or cornpetence levels could be found between those children raised in 

single-fmale families and those raised in two parent families. 

Seven years later, Gringlas and Weinraub (1995) re-exafnined their original sample 

group to massas whether the children's outcomes had changed as they entered their 

adolescent years. Their hdings indicated that by the tune the children reached the age of 

adolescence distinct differences on al1 measures codd be found between those raised, h m  

birth, in a single-female household and those raised by two parents. The findings f?om the 

follow-up study indicate that lone-female parents tend to experience more fiequent life 

stressors than married mothers. One reason given for the differences between family 

structures and stressful life events was reduced hances in single parent homes that created 

excessive levels of stress upon lone-parents. 

Krein and Bellor's 1988 study supports the above findings that living in a single 

female-headed household during the preschool yean appears to have more of a negative 

impact than this experience in later years. These researchers note that the impact varies 

according to the length of time and age at which a children Lives in a single-family structure. 

This study also indicates that the negative effect is more pronounced for boys than it is for 

girls. On the other hand, Shaw's 1982 shidy explored the effects living in a lone-parent 

family on the educational outcomes of girls. The hdings indicated that living in single- 

parent families, overail, was not detrimental to the girls' educational well being. What was 

found to have an effect was the low incorne statu of most fernale single-parent mothers. 



Parsons (1990) found that there was a Limited amount of research conductd that 

compareci female and male children of lone-fernale headed families. However, most of the 

studies, which do make this cornparison £ïnd differences betweetl the sexes. "Research that 

focuses on male children often proceeds fkom the argument that the effect of father absence 

should be more negative for male children, due to the unique role the father plays in a boy's 

life in terms of achievement" (p. 335). 

The results from Parsons' 1990 study on the intergenerational transmission of status 

focusing upon the effects of family structure suggests that overall, duai-parent and male 

lone-parent farnilies tend to have children who attain higher levels of education and 

occupational status than children from fernale lone-parent families. Upon closer 

examination Parsons (1990) found that the socio-economic statu of fernales fkom male- 

headed families tended to be the lowest. Downey's (1994) study supports the above study's 

findings, concluding that: 

[e]conomic parental resources are important mediators for understanding 
why children fiom both single-mother and single-father families do less 
well in school than children fiom two parent families. ..[but that 
examining the differences between the life outcornes of those who Live in 
single father and those who live in single mother household can best be 
explained by contrasting] ... interpersonal parental resources, such as tirne 
spent talking to the child and parental involvement in the child's school 
activities. powney found that ] single mothers provide greater levels of 
interpersonal parental resources. . . whereas. . .single fathers provide greater 
levels of economic parental resources (p. 144). 

In general, research on early school leavers (Okey & Cusictl995; Rumberger 1987; 

Teachrnan et al., 1996) found that students who left school before completion, whether male 

or female, tended to corne fkom poor single parent farnilies and families in which the parents 

were poorly educated. The research cited above documents that parental socio-economic 



status, in general, plays a significant role when it cornes to explaining why some children 

choose to disengage h m  school earlier than others. 

Okey and Cusick (1995) fouad that "[mlost of the dropouts' parents werê 

economicaliy marginal" (p.263). As well most of the parents of dropouts had thwselves 

been dropouts who came fkom economicdy marginal families and had lefi school early to 

seek employment in order to help support the famiy. Rimiberger (1987) found smiilar 

hdings and noted that in his study he found that "~]conomic factors also influence 

students' decisions to leave school ...[ and that of the ones that left school early they did so 

because] ... they wanted to or felt they had to work to help out their families" (p. 110). 

Mueller and Cooper (1986) also agree with the above hdings but suggest that the 

"educational o p p o d t i e s  for children in single parent families seem to improve a s  the 

economic status of their families improves" (p. 175). 

2.1 b Parental Educan'on 

Cohen (1987) notes that parents are found to be both rnodellers and definers in their 

children's iives. Parents with high levels of education are found to be positive role models 

for their children. Downey's 1994 and Eggebeen et a h ,  1996 shidies both show that 

children fiom single-father families enjoy many background advanbges that children h m  

single-mother families do not. Furthermore, children h m  single-father familes match the 

education profile of children nom dual-parent families better than they do children h m  

single-mother farni lies. 

Dronker's 1994 study examined the impact parental levels of education had upon the 

educational outcome of their children. h n k e r  found that 

...living in a lone or natural parent family [as opposed to one naturai parent 
or one step-parent] is not an important distinction in terms of school success 



[that] a far more important characteristic for the prediction of school success 
is the educational level of the mother or father (p. 1 89). 

Dronker found that mothm in lone-parent families? on average, have a lower level of 

education than do mothers fiom dual parent familes, but over dl, regdess  of f d y  

structure, lower levels of parental education equated with lower levels of youth educational 

attainment. Keith & Finlay (1988) conducted a study based upon a combineci sample of 

national (US) data to explore the effects that parental divorce has upon the educational 

outcome of youth. The researchers used the mother's level of education as an indicator of 

family social class standing. Overall, the study found that parental divorce had a negative 

impact upon the educational attainment levels of the youth involved in the study. Again, 

the finding was that low levels of mother's education were related to low levels of youth 

education. Finally, single parent mouiers with low levels of education themselves were 

found to be poor role models for thek daughters. The daughters of mothers with low levels 

of education were found to have levels of education equal to or lower than their mothers; 

they were more likely to becorne a parent and get married at an earlier age than those youth 

who Lived with two parents and those mothers had high levels of education. 

Krein's 1986 study examines the effects growing up in a single-parent household 

has upon boys. The findings complement those found in Keith and Finlay (1988). Krein 

concluded that single parents are not good role models for boys based on male youth's 

attained level of education. The study also exarnined the number of years the male youth 

Live in a single-family environment to see the effects on educational outcornes. The 

researcher found that "[clhildren who spent even a short period of tirne in a single parent 

family completed fewer yem of school on the average than those who always iived in intact 

families" (p. 1 66). 



Research conducted outside the parmeters of family structure have made sunilar 

observations when looking at the impact parental education has upon youth's educational 

attainment levels. According to Stevenson and Baker (1987) their 1986 study found that 

mothers' level of education had a direct influence upon the educational outcornes of their 

children Stevenson and Bakers's findings indicate that educated mothers knew more about 

the school system and took a more active role in their children's schooling which was 

beneficid to the childrenls academic performance. 

Stevenson and Baker, intriguecl by their 1986 finding, decided they needed to 

expand their sample base and examuie youth's educational transitions at various ages. 

Therefore, Stevenson and Bakets next studies included data which were natiody 

representative. One of the hypotheses Stevenson and Baker (1987) tested was "...the higher 

the educational status of the mother, the greater degree of parental involvernent in school 

activities ..." (p. 1350). Once again, their findings indicated that educated mottiers tended to 

be more involved in the day to day schooling of their chitdren than did less educated 

mothers. Also, regardless of the academic achievements of the child, the more educated 

mothers selected more university preparatory courses for their children than did less 

educated mothers. 

Sewell and Shah conducted a sirnilar study back in 1968, which followed a 

randornly selected cohort of Wisconsin school children. These children were studied over a 

seven year period and their hdings show that 

Both father's and mother's educational achievements are positively and 
significantly related to perceived encouragement, coilege plans, coiiege 
attendance, and college graduation with or without controhg for child's 
intelligence ...[II ut] ...[ i]f there is a discrepancy between the parents with low 
and middle education, generally it is fathers rather than mothefs education 
which exerts more influence on aspiration and achievernent (p. 208-209). 



Statistics Canada's (1993) study on eariy school leavers found that school leavers 

were more Wcely than high school graduates to have a least one parent with a low level of 

education. In fact, their study indicates that in 1991.45% of early school leavers had a 

parent who had not graduated h m  high school and that 25% of leavers live with a lone 

parent. 

Looking at influencuig factors for those who chose to disengage f?om school Okey 

and Cusick (1995) found that "...dropouts came from families who had less education, 

valued education les ,  expressed l e s  concem with school progres, and had lower 

educational expectations for thernselves and theu children" (p.245). As we& Rumbergds 

1987 study on influencing factors associated with early school leavers found that "...family- 

related factors associated with dropping out include low educational and occupational 

attainment levels of parents, low farnily income, speaking a language other than English in 

the home, single-parent families and the absence of leaming matenals and opportunities in 

the home" (p. 1 10). 

The above nndings compliment Lookefs (1994) staternent that "[Plarentai education 

may provide potential capital for parents and their children, but ... until this capital is 

translateci into educationally directed expectations and active encouragement its potential 

impact will not be realized" (p. 1 82). Cohen's (1 987) çtudy found that the effects parents 

have upon their children's educational aspirations and attainment can be attributed to both 

their modelling and defuung influences. Furthexmore in this shidy, the parental rnodelling 

aud definhg effect was found to influence girls and boys equally and there was no noted 

clifferences found between the parents (mothers versus father) modehg or defining 

influence. 



2.1 c hrentaf Employment 

Maternal ernployrnent is another area that researchers have found to have an 

impact upon the educational outcomes of a child ( M h e  et ai., 1986; VandeIl& Ramanan, 

1992). A review of the literature shows that researchers have different conclusions 

regarding matemal employment's effect upon children. Vandell and Ramanan (1992) 

examineci the efféct of materna1 employment upon children h m  low-income f e l y ,  

primarily single-parent households and they fomd that matemal employment had a positive 

impact upon the children's educational outcomes. The researchen caution the reader against 

using their kdings to make wide sweeping generalizations as they felt that due, to a number 

of limitations in their study, more studia needed to be done. 

Milne et a1.k 1986 study looked at the effect that matemal employment had upon 

youth's educational outcomes controhg for race, gender and family structure. This study 

found that maternal employment had a negative effect upon youth's schooling except for 

youth who were black and lived in a single parent family. Working mothers in this instance 

were seen as positive role models. 

Heyns and Catsarnbis (1 986) also believe that the e f f i  of maternal employment 

are not an easy phenornenon to explain. Maternal ernployrnent in the above study was 

found to have a positive effect on children's education as long as the parent was willing to 

invest her time and energy afler work in her children's education. Contrary to these £indings 

Sugar (1994) suggests girls whose mothers work experience a greater degree of life 

dissatisfaction and are prone to depression and low self-esteem. 



2.2 arental &bve Involvernent a a d c o o r w  

Astone and McLanahan (1991) addressed the question of why certain farnily 

structures seem more iikely to include children who are l a s  successfiil in school. Their 

fïndings suggest that children £?om lone-parent families as well as stepparent families 

received l e s  parental encouragement than children who live with two nahiral parents. 

Downey's 1994 study on youth school performance supports Astone and McLananhan's 

kdings. Downey (1994) found that single-parent mothers provide needed time and 

encouragement to their children which is reflected in the children's educationai outcomes. 

On the other hand, the single-parent fathen in his study were fomd to be lacking in 

interpersonal resources, but were more likely to provide economic resources instead. 

Biblarz and Raftery's 1993 review of literature on the effects that family disruption 

has upon the social mobility of youth found parenting practices played a major role in the 

youth outcomes. The literature revealed that chiidren from single-parent families reported 

l e s  parental supervision and monitoring of school related activities. The reason given for 

the differences found between the practices of single-parent and two parent families 

concems the issue of single-parent 'task overload' as  a direct result of the Ioss of the second 

parent in the household. As well, a review of the literature also suggested that children fiom 

single-parent families were Iess likely than those f?om dud parent homes to report that a 

parent, either mother or father, was the most influentid person in their lives. Youth nom 

single parent farnilies were also found to be less likely to report wanting to most like their 

parents when they grew up. 

For the most part, Aquilino's 1996 study discounts the above hdings. The study, 

using data from the 1988 National Survey of Families and Households, explored the impact 



youth's childhood living arrangements had upon their adult life stations. Aquiho found 

that children who live with a single parent can receive that additional time and attention 

found to be beneficial to youth's life outcome fiom a extended family mernber 

(grandparents) or another adult figure or peer that they consider a mentor. The lesearcher 

notes that to assume that al1 children h m  single-parent homes can be treated as a UNtary 

group will automatically bias the research, for youth h m  single-parent households do not 

share a common set of life experiences. 

Researchers who examine the impact of parents upon their child's educational 

outcome outside the realrns of family structure k d  that parental encouragement and support 

to be one of the best indicator of youth educationai outcomes. Looker (1994) and Andres 

Bellamy (1993) demonstrate to their reader how parents who provide the needed capital 

(time, energy' a d o r  money) to their children will see the benefits through their children's 

educational successes. Lookets 1994 key findings concern parental encouragement level. 

Parental encouragement could be in the fom of financial ai4 giving educational advice or 

as simple as fkeeing the youth kom household chores in order to have more tirne to do 

school work. 

Other researchers (Astone and McLanahan, 1991; Brown and Mann, 1990; Leung & 

Foster, 1987; Stevenson and Baker, 1987; Van Stone et ai, 1994) aiso found that 

interpersonal parental resources bad an impact upon youth educational attainrnent levels. 

Leung and Foster's 1987 hdings suggest that parental level of concern and encouragement 

was a very important component in youth educational outcomes. The element of perception 

plays a key role in their research. The researchen found that as long as children perceived 

their parent(s) to be concerned and encouraging the child benefited. Similarly, Sanefur et al. 



(1992) found that "[plerceiving that one has a parent who desires one to go to coilege 

increases the probability of high school graduation and coiiege attendance" (p. 1 18). 

Smith's 1990 study explored parental rearing styles to determine if differences could 

be found in the mother-father levels of influences and how they influence the educationd 

attainment levels among youth. The findings suggest that "students' educational goals and 

academic performance are influenced by parental reinforcement of achievement 

behavior ...[ and that] ... mothers and fathers influence adolescents' educational performances 

and goals through different mechanisrns" (p.96). 

Still other researchers found a family's communication ability is the route to success 

(Kurdek & Fine, 1994; MOITDW, 1995). Positive communication çkills are believed to 

enrich the lives of ali rnember of society in 

... the way farnily members relate to one another and to the outside world 
builds (or undermines) the cornpetence of the individuals and the group as a 
whole ..[ therefore] ...[QI ualities such as the ability to cornmimicate, 
expression of appreciation and support of each other, a wise use of power, 
supportive networkç. .. [are values that]. ..distinguish between families that 
strengthen their mernbers fÏom social stresses (Eastman, 1994:200). 

Looker and Dwyer (1998) note that, overall, researchers have paid little attention to 

the concept of 'nirality'. Looker and Dwyer feel that it is "a concept that it is useful for 

understanding rural-urban differences, it makes more sense to try to identi@ the social 

characteristics of rural as compared to urban areas. One of the characteristics which we 

would see as  important are the social networks that exist in rurai areas" (p. 9). Research on 

f a d y  structure, youth educational outcornes and 'regionality' are not easily found but of 

the ones which could be found one cornrnon theme prevailed: cornmUILity can be a source of 

potentially positive reserves where youth's life transitions are concemed. 



Shaw's (1982) study explored the effect that Living in particular neighbourhoods and 

living w i t b  a single-parent household had upon the educational outcomes of girls. The 

hdings reveal that single-mothers' low income status fiord hem to live in neighbourhoods 

where dropping out of schwl was an accepteci trait, therefore it was the influence of th& 

neighbourhood environment and their peers which appeami to have more of an effect. 

Ihinger-Tallman (1995) feels that the cornmunity in which one lives is a part of the 

institutional environment in which single-parent families are embedded. figer-Taliman's 

review of literature on the hctioning of lone-parent families found that community is relied 

upon and used as a means of extended positive network of support in their lives. The 

support networking that many single-parent families trust and rely upon helps the parents to 

raise well-adjusteci, hedthy, well-fhctionally children without financial support that other 

 HO parent families rely upon to achieve the same. 

2.4 Summarv 

The iiterature h d s  there is a high degree of poverty that is associateci with being a 

single-parent. Poverty is thought to corne with its set of problerns, including low 

educational attainment levels, and in tum low occupational outcomes. The research also 

suggests that family structure has an effect upon youth's educational attainment Childm of 

single-parent families are viewed a s  lacking the 'cultural tools' needed to survive in today's 

society. Many feel that youth ftom single parent families are lacking the finances, 

motivation and support needed to succeed in life. Although research h d s  that parental and 

community support and encouragement cm increase the chances of youth succeeduig in life, 

these components appear to be overlooked and downplayed. Most of the research stiil 

views parental socio-economic status as the best or only predictor of youth's life outcomes. 



The present study explores the impact that parents at the farnily structure level have 

as  potential sources of humdfinancial capital and sources of social capital, in the 

educationai lives of their children. This review of the relevant literaîure indicates that 

longitudinal studies on youth's educational attainment levels are lacking. As well, noue of 

the studies reviewed had surveyed the parents as weil as  the youth. Since the foilowing 

study will include the above components, as well as al1 the key variables identifid 

throughout the literature review, hopefully it will provide new insights and a greater level of 

understanding into the impact that the various family struc- have upon youth's Life 

outcornes. 



METHODS 

3.1 b t a  Collectiog 

This thesis is a secondary analysis of data nom a longitudinal study originally 

conducted by Looker. The participants for the nrst part of the study corne h m  a 1989 

survey of twelve hundred and nine individuals bom in 1971. In 1989, the sample 

consisted of four hundred and eight youth from Hamilton, Ontario; three hundred and 

ninety from Halifax, Nova Scotia; and the remaining four hundred and eleven youth fiom 

nird Nova Scotia 

The rural Nova Scotia sample included approximately one hundred participants 

fkom each of the four economic regions (South Shore, North Shore, Valley, and Cape 

Breton) located outside of the Halifax metropolitan area. The four economic regions are 

approximately equal in size and deterrnined to be "relatively homogeneous in terms of 

variety of economic and demographic measures" (Looker, 1993 :44). Statistics fkom 1986 

census provided information about labour force participation and unemployrnent rates for 

men and wornen ages 15 to 24. These rates were examined to identiS subareas that 

represented each of the four regions. Towns were chosen which best matched the figures 

for the county and the overall area In each of the four areas, fifty participants were 

chosen from a town school and fifty from a school located in an unincorporated area. 

The names, addresses, and phone numbers of the sample, bom in 1971, were 

obtained fiom school lists in the rural and urban areas. A supplemental Iist was also 

supplied which included the names and addresses, if known, of school dropouts a d o r  

graduates. Twelve of the participants were dready attending post-secondary institutions, 
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and contact was made through the registrar's office of the relevant post-secondary 

institutions. It should be noted that there is some variation in the accuracy of the lists 

supplied by the various districts. Also, the study did not include names fkom native or 

fkom k c o p h o n e  schools, therefore, there was a Iow percentage of non-white youth 

included in the sample, and al1 youth respondents were English speaking. 

Once the narnes and addresses were obtained, random sarnples were drawn in 

each area, and letters were sent to the individual participants, and to their parent(s). Pre- 

tests of the i n t e ~ e w s  were conducted with a convenience sample of Wolfiille and area 

seventeen year olds. The Gorsebrook Survey Center conducted the interviews in Nova 

Scotia Those undertaken in Hamilton, Ontario, were conducted by the firm, Social Data 

Research. The researcher (Looker) trained and debriefed the interviewers, as well as 

conducting a few interviews in each of the sample areas herself. 

Face-to-face interviews were conducted with the twelve hundred and nine youth 

who agreed to participate, and questionnaires were provided for their parent(s). The 

interviews were, for the most part, conducted at the homes of the participants. If this was 

not agreeable, then the interviews were conducted at such places as the research office, or 

some local fast food outlet. The response rates for the youth were: 78 percent for 

Hamilton, 71 percent for Halifax and 72 percent for rural Nova Scotia. 

Questionnaires were given out to the parent(s) only if the youth completed her or 

his interview. In the case of language variation, interpreters were used for the parent(s). 

In rural Nova Scotia literacy was a problem in some cases. When literacy was identified 

as a problem the youth read the questionnaires to herhs  parent(s). The ideal situation 

occuned when both parents were present to complete the questionnaires while the youth 



interview was being conducted. If this was not possible, the questionnaire was lefi 

behind to be mailed in, upon completion. The response rates for the parents, overall, 

were 74 percent for the mothers and 57 percent for the fathers. Upon adjushg for 

mother and father absent households, the rates were 77 percent for the mothers and 70 

percent for the fathers. The interviews with the youth participants contained a number of 

open-ended questions which dealt with their future plans. The interviewers were 

instructed to record, verbatim, as much as possible of these responses. 

In 1992, the same sample group &om the 1989 study was contacted by mail 

asking for an update of information. A report fiom the 1989 sîudy was included in the 

package. Current addresses and phone numbers were requested, as well as updates on 

current activities in the work force or post-secondary institutions. If the participants did 

not respond to the mailed request, they were contacted by phone and the questions were 

asked of whomever answered the phone. 

In April of 1994 another more detailed questionnaire was sent out to the 

respondents who had replied to the 1992 study. A cover letter explained the nature of the 

study. An incentive, a chance to win five hundred dollars (%500), was offered to those 

participants who completed the questionnaire and retwned it no later than May 1 ,  1994. 

If by June, 1994 an individual had been tagged as a non-respondenr, then a second 

questiomaire was mailed. Tracers were used to try and locate individuals who had 

moved. A subsample of respondents was interviewed in 1994 but these data were not 

used for the analysis in this thesis. No data were gathered fiom the parents in 1994. 

This thesis will focus on the precoded information from the 1989 youth 

i n t e ~ e w  s, the 1 989 parental questionnaires, and the 1 994 youth questionnaires. Where 



feasible information about parental attitudes will be taken h m  the parental 

questionnaires. In instances where parental non-response seriously reduces the case base, 

parailel questions asking the youth to report the parents' preferences and attitudes are 

uses as proxy measures. 

3.2 easurement of Kev V a b b l e ~  

3.2a Youth's Education 

As mentioned earlier the primary focus of this thesis is on youth's educational 

expectations and attainment and the extent that to which social capital round within 

different family structures influences the educational outcomes of the youth. Using 

longitudinal data allows the present study to examine the extent social capital transmitted 

through various family structures, over t h e ,  affects educationai paths. This is a 

component which Furstenberg & Hughes (1995) note is essential to any study that is 

exploring parents as potential sources of social capital. 

In 1989, there were a number of key variables that could have been used as a 

measurement of the dependent variable, namely the youth's educational outcomes. The 

possible measures include: the youth's preferred path after schooi, the youth's expected 

path after high school, and highest education they realistically expect to have after they 

finish dl their schooling. The youth's response to the question "What is the highest levei 

of educotion you realirtically erpect to get? " was chosen as the 1989 dependent variable 

which would best mesure the youth's expected educational plans, since it measures not 

only their immediate past high school plans, but the amount of education they eventually 

plan to obtain. 



Since this thesis examines youth's educational paths and outcomes over time it 

made more sense to focus upon their educational expectations rather than their 

preferences. 1 feel the question on 'highest expected' educational level wodd best 

identi@ the youth's educational goals, rather than focusing on their imrnediate post high 

school plans. As more and more research is showing, precarious job markets are forcing 

youth to sway from a predetennined linear path to once which involves entering into and 

existing fiom the various life stages as circumstances demand (Looker & Dwyer, 1998). 

In 1994, again the focus was on educational outcomes. Once again, there was 

more than one possible measure of the dependent variable to choose fkorn. The potential 

rneasures included the highest obtained level of education and the highest expected level 

of education. Keeping in mind that one of the purposes of this thesis was to examine 

youth educational outcomes, "What is the highest level of education you m e n t l y  

cornpleted? ", was chosen as the dependent variable fiom the 1994 data. 

3.2b V ~ a c k e r o u n Q  

in 1989, the youth were asked to provide details on background family 

characteristics, current educational status and attitudes and beliefs conceming their 

educational pursuits. As well, the parents were asked to comment on such areas as their 

socio-economic status, along with some of their preferences and expectations for their 

child's life trajectories and some aspect of their attitudes and practices. 

The following is a list of the questions, nom the 1989 youth interview, the 1989 

parental questionnaire, and the 1994 youth questionnaire that were used in the analysis. 

The response categories were recoded, as relevant, into manageable number for analysis 



purposes (see Appendix A for the categories used, after recoding3). 

Family Structure: (1 989 Youth Interview) 

Who Lives in the same household as you? 

It was fkom this question that the various measures of family structure were 

created. For the purpose of this thesis, three separate measures of family structure were 

created. First, a11 combinations of parents (biological mother, biological father, step- 

mother, step-father) were obtained. Next, the various combinations of those Living with 

two parents werecombined into one category. A similar combination of responses was 

used to detemine who was living with a lone-parent by selecting those who lived with 

their mother only or their father only. Finally, any who indicated that they did not live 

with any parents were categoried as living with "neither" a mother nor a father. 

This variable was then further recoded Uito two categories: living with two 

parents, or living with a single parent. The youth who were found to be living with 

neither their mother or their father were excluded ftom the analysis at this point. 

3 The categories used could be viewed as hierarchical but it is not the intention of the researcher to create 
such a division. The categories are created as a meam to differentiate factor between those who stop their 
education at the high school level and those who go on to obtain a pst-secondary cextifïcate and those who 
to chose to go to university. 



Parental FinanciaVeconomic Capital (1 989 parental questionnaire) 

What is the highest level of formal schooiing that you ~ o r n ~ l e t e d ? ~  

What is your present (or most recent job) for pay or profit? 

Check the category which you would Say best describes the yearly income fiom al1 

sources before taxes for you and your spouse or partner?5 

Social Capital 

How much would you Say you encourage or discourage your daughtedson to continue 

her/his education beyond high school? (1989 parental questionnaire) 

How much did your mothedfather encourage or discourage you to continue your 

education beyond high schoo~?~ (1 989 youth interview. 1994 youth questionnaire) 

How important have the following (motherffather) been in your decision about how 

much schooling to take? (1989 youth interview) 

How important do you think your opinion is to your daughter/son's educational 

p l a s ?  (1 989 parental questionnaire) 

How often would you Say you and your parents disagree with whether you do your 

homework? (1 989 youth interview) 

4 Due to poor response rates among the fathers, the mothers' and fathers' reports of the father's education 
were combined using the rnothers' responses when the fathers' was unavaiiable. The youth's report of their 
parents' level of education was used if reports were unavailable h m  either parents. 

The parents' responses to this question were combined to achieve as accurate a reading as possible on 
farnily income Ievel. The youth's reports of family income level were used when information was 
unavailable tiom either the mother or the father. 

Due to high non-responx rates among the fathers, a combination of mothers', fathm' and youth responses 
to this question was used as a means to measure parental levels of encouragement~discouragement 



Human Capital (1989 youth intemrVIav) 

What Stream or programme in school ardwere you in? 

What was your average on your report card this past tenrdor on the last report card 

you received? (1989 Youth intem-ew and 1994 questionnaire) 

Have you ever, even once, failed a subject? 

Have you ever had to repeat a year in school? 

How are you perceived by others - as  a good student, as a trouble maker? 

What is the highest level of education you realisticaily expect to get? 

As a means to ensure that the best possible rneasure of each variable was obtained 

a combination of responses was used to create the mesures of parental socio-economic 

status and their level of active invohement in their teen's educational lives. The 

combined response variables were created by using the responses fiom mothea, fathers, 

and youth. The parental socio-economic status variables were created by combining, first 

the parents' responses to either their highest Level of education, level of occupation or 

income. Next, if neither parent responded to the questions about their socio-econornic 

status, the youth proxy responses were used. 

For analysis purposes, in the remainder of this thesis the family structure variable 

included only two categories: dual parent and single parent. This variable was created by 

first examining the youth's 1989 response to "Who is presentiy living in the same 

household as you? " 



3.3 

In Chapter Four a series of quantitative analyses are presented based on the coded 

data fiom the youth 1989 and 1994 interviews and questionnaires and the parents' 1989 

questionnaires. Frequencies were run on a number of variables and presented on a large 

number of variables (youth and parental responses) as a means to give the reader a 

detailed description of the kind of social situation in which the youth Live. This chapter is 

introduced in order to set the stage for the following chapters where only those variables 

that are actually found to have an impact on the youth's educational expectations and 

outcornes will be discussed. 

Chapter Five examines the impact that family structure has, at the bivariate level, 

upon parental socio-economic status, parental levels of active involvement, youth's 

school performance indicators, regionality, and finally the two key educational variables: 

the youth's 1989 educational expectations and their 1994 obtained level of education. 

Chapter Six takes the analysis one step M e r ,  examining the results of a multiple 

regression analysis. This analysis allows us to examine the effects of each of the 

independent variables, controlling on the othen. More particularly, it allows us to 

examine the impact of family structure on the youth's educational expectations and 

attainments, controlling on measures of financial, social and human capital. 

The youth's 1989 response to "What is the highest level of education you 

renlirtically expect to get? " was used as the dependent variable in the regression analysis 

pdormed at T h e  One. In 1994, the youth's responses to " m a t  is the highest Ievel of 

educntion you have currentiy completed?" was used as the dependent variable in the 

Tirne Two equations. The independent variables used at Tirne Two were the same as 



enterai into the Time One equation except for the rneasure of prior education level. 

Much of the information directly from the parents, particularly from the fathers, 

could not be used as a single variable in the equations due to the severe case loss 

involved. Therefore, many of the variables included information created by combining 

the youth's proxy reports and the parents' responses to ensure the best possible rneasure 

of a variable with the least case loss. As well, durnmy variables were created to allow for 

the inclusion of family structure, a categoncal variable, into the equations. 

3.4 Hypoth- 

The purpose of this study is to examine the role that parents fkom different family 

structures play in the educational outcomes of their children. Given the fact that past 

research found that active parentai support and encouragement towards their child's 

educational pursuits and high parental socioeconomic status play an important and 

intrical part in youth's educationai outcome and that there are discrepancies among the 

various farnily types (dual parent versus single parent) these aspects will become central 

in the following analysis. An attempt to accomplish this the following hypotheses will be 

tested using Bourdieu's Theory of Practice, particularly his discussion of the various 

forms of capital: 1) youth from single parent families receive the same level of active 

support and encouragement as  those from two parent families; 2) high level of support 

and encouragement will outweigh the negative effects that parental socio-economic status 

may have on youth's education, and 3) having access to and making use of parental 

social capital will eliminate the differences found between youth from single parent and 

those fiom two parent where educationai trajectories are concerned. 



Using secondary analysis has allowed me tu undertake a study of the impact that 

various family structures have upon youth's educational life course. Given the time and 

expense involved in conducting a study of this size, 1 would never have been able to 

accomplish such an analysis without access to existing data. Since the data set was a nch 

source of information on the youth's expected and obtained level of education, as well as 

containhg vast amounts of information on potential sources of capital which can aid or 

hinder one dong their educational paths, 1 had no problem fining my research question to 

the data 

A cornmon concem in using secondary data is the lack of control over the content. 

This was not a problem in this instance as the data set included several measures of dl 

key dependent and independent variables. One area that is cause for concem includes the 

meausre of the family structure variables. The literature (Eggebeen et al., 1996) indicates 

that, when measuring the effects that family structure has upon youth life trajectories, it is 

important to distinguish the length of tirne a youth spends in a single-parent household. 

As well the age or ages at which one enters into and exists fiom the various family 

structures and the fiequency of times one enters into and exists a particular family type 

are important aspects to examine. The present data set has no information on these 

important variables. 

Specially, there are no variables that allow for the identification of the length of 

time or the ages when the youth were in various family types. The only idormation 

available is whether or not the youth has at some lived within or is currently living in 

either a single family or dual parent family. Also, due to the high non-response rate on 

certain measures among variables that dealt with perceived or achial parental 



involvement, a number of variables could not be included in the regression anaiysis. The 

large loss of cases base would hinder the researcher's ability to make generalizations 

about the d e  that human and social capital plays in the educational lives of youth. 

Other limitations of the data set include such things as low rate of response from 

the fathers (1989), sample attrition f?om 1989 to 1994 and incomplete data h m  many of 

the youth in 1994 which al1 resulted in the serious loss of cases when multivariate 

analyses were performed. The low response rate f?om the fathers is the factor which 

causai the greatest loss of cases. These limitations should be kept in mind when 

considering the findings nom the analysis. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

Before lookuig at the effects family structure has upon the educational plans and 

attainments of the youth, it is important to get a feel for the kinds of social situations in 

which these young adults find themseives. As well, it is important to give some 

descriptive details about their, as well as their parents', attitudes, beliefs and practices 

towards their educational careers. This chapter is introduced solely to give the reader a 

descriptive image of the sarnple that will help set the stage for the future chapters. - 
4.1 outh - 1989 

The first stage of this analysis involves looking at some general characteristics of 

the sample of youth and their parents. Al1 the youth participants involved in this study 

were bom in 1971 and were between the ages of 17 and 18 at the tirne of the initial data 

collection. In 1989, the sarnple consisted of 1209 youth, four hundred and eight youth 

£kom Hamilton, Ontario; three hundred and ninety fkom Halifax Nova Scotia; and the 

remaining four hundred and eleven kom m a l  Nova Scotia. There was a fairly even split 

between the males and the females. Five hundred and sixty-eight of the respondents were 

male and six hundred and forty were females (see Table 4.1). 

The hdings m e r  indicate that, in 1989, eighty-two percent o f  the overall 

sample were living with two parents, 13% were living with their mother only, 3% were 

found to be living with their father only, and the remaining 3% indicated they were living 

with neither their mother nor their father (see Table 4.1). 



Hamilton Ontario 
Halifax Nova Scotia 
Rural Nova Scotia 

SeX 

S t r u m  
Two Parents 
Mother Only 
Father M y  
Neither 

Percentage Totai N 

Overall, in 1989, ninety-five percent of the youth indicated they had at least one 

other sibling living in the same household. The average number of siblings was two with 

5 1% indicating they had at least one brother and 46% a sister. Thufy-nine percent of the 

youth indicated they had at least one sibling who had attended univenity (data not 

In 1989, the youth were also asked their ethnic\cultural and religious 

backgrounds. The youth were asked about their families' country of origin. Fifty-four 

percent of the participants' families originated fiom the British Isles or North Arnerica. 

When this variable was examineci at the cornmunity level the findings indicate that the 

Nova Scotia youth, especially those Eom rural Nova Scotia, were more likely to Say that 

their families originated fiom the British Isles or North Arnerican than were those youth 

fiom the Hamilton area (Hamilton, 40%; Halifax, 57%; niral Nova Scotia, 66%). 

Forty-one percent of those surveyed were found to be of the Roman Catholic 

faith. Once this variable was broken down by community the findings indicate that more 

of the Hamilton respondents were Roman Catholic than those fkom the Nova Scotia 

categories @kunilton, 44%; Halifax, 37%; rural Nova Scotia, 40%). The youth from 



Nova Scotia were more likely to be of the Protestant faith (Hamilton, 28%; Halifax, 39%; 

rural Nova Scotia, 44%). 

The literature showed that two types of parental variables warrant attention when 

e x p l o ~ g  the role family structure plays in the educational trajectories of youth: (1) 

background status that can affect the youth's social position, and (2) actions taken and 

attitudes actively communicated from parents to their children. In this section I will 

consider each in turn. 

An examination of the parents' educationai levels reveals that 73% of the mothers 

had a high school level education or les7 17% had a university degree and the remaining 

10% had a non-university certificate. Although the findings for the fatfiers were 

somewhat sirnilar to those of the mothers, more fathers than rnothers were found to have 

a post secondary level of education. Twenty-five percent of the fathers were found to 

have a university level education and another 6% had a non-university certificate. Like 

the mothers, a majority of fathers (70%) were found to have a high school level education 

or Iess (see Table 4.2). 

Table 4.2: Parental Level of Education-1989 

Educational Level 
Grade One 
Grade Two 
Grade Three 
Grade Four 
Grade Five 
Grade Six 
Grade Seven 
Grade Eight 
Grade Niue 
Grade Ten 
Grade Eleven 
Grade Twelve/Thirteen 
Other Post Secondary 
University--Undergraduate 
University-Post Graduate 
Total N 

Mother Father 
cl% (1% 



The occupational status of the parents was the next variable to be examineci in this 

section. The mothers and fathers were asked to respond to the question, 'What is your 

praent (or most recent) job for pay or profit?' The parents were asked to write in the name 

of their actual occupations which were coded into four digit Canadian Classification and 

Dictionary of Occupations (CCDO) codes. These codes were; in tum, collapsed into the 

fifieen category, Pineo, Porter and McRoberts coduig scheme (see Pineo, Porter, McRoberts 

1977). The answen to this question were then broken down into the categories: self 

employed professionals, high level management, employed professional, technical semi- 

professional, middle management, supervison, foremen/forewomen, skiîled clerical sales 

senice, skilled craft trade, f m  ownedoperator, semi skilled clerical sales senice, semi  

skilled craft trade, unskilled clerical sales service, unskilled labour, and fami labour (see 

Table 4.3). For the purpose of analysis at the bi-variate level the above categories were 

grouped into three categories and entitled: Managerial/Professional, Skilled, and 

Unskilled. For the regression multi-variate analyses the full range of the Pineo, Porter, 

McRoberts categories were used. 

Table 43: Parental Occupational Status-1989 

Table 4.3 shows that 45% of the fathers involved in this study had occupations 

Occupation 1 Mothers Fathers 

which fell within the ManageriaVProfessionaI category, 40% were skilled labourers and 

Managerial/Pro fessioml 
TechnicaYSkilied 
Unskilled 
Total N 

the remaining 1 5% were employed as unskilled. There was a slightly higher percentage 

37% 45% 
39% 40% 
24% 15% 
1111 1111 

of mothers than fathers found to be employed as unskilled labourers and fewer having 

occupations which fell withh the managenaVprofessionaI category 

41 



(manageriaVprofessional37%; skilled 39%; unskilled 24%). 

Next, the parents were asked if they were employed on a full-time regular basis, 

and seasonal basis, or if they were in a regular part-time or temporary position. Ninety- 

MO percent of the fathers reported having a year round full t h e  job, while 6% reported 

seasonal ernployrnent and the remaining 2% reported working on a part-the or 

temporary bases. As expected, the percentage of mothers working on a Full tirne year 

round basis was lower than the percentage of fathers. Sixty-one percent of the mothers 

reported working on a full tirne year round basis, thirty-one percent reported a regular 

part t h e  job and the remaining 9% reportedly worked on a seasonal or tempomy basis. 

Parental level of income was the next variable to be examined. Forty percent of 

the parents reported incomes which were below forty thousand dollars of year, while 

twenty-eight percent had incomes between the $40,000 to 1660,000 range and the 

remaining 32% reported a gross farnily income of greater than $60,000 a year (see Table 

4.4). 

Table 4.4: Parental Incorne-1989 

Income Level 
Less Than $40,000 
Between $40,000 to $60,000 
Greater Than $60,000 

Perceotage Total N 
40% 452 
28% 308 
32% 352 



4.2 . ive Yegrs rater - 1994 

Five years later, in 1994, the youth were re-surveyed to see how iife had changed 

for them over the past five years. In 1994, there were a total of eight hundred and forty- 

two participants who provided information, down from twelve hundred and nine in 1989. 

The 1994 sample group, broken down by cornmunity, proved to be in proportion to the 

1989 sample group. Sixty percent of the participants were fernale and forty percent were 

male. At this point, seventy-eight percent of the youth indicated they were korn a dual 

parent family and twenty-two percent Erom single families. The average age of the 

participants in 1994 was 23. 

Eleven percent of the youth indicated they had manied by the tirne of the s w e y  

in 1994. More of the youth indicated they had married at age 21 (26%) than any other 

age, with the youngest age at which man-iage occurred being 18. Sixteen percent of the 

females indicated they had married while only 6% of the males had. The findings also 

indicate that four, or less than 1%, of the youth that had married before 1994 had also 

divorced thei. partners by 1994 (see Table 4.5). 

Table 4.5: Youth Characteristics 1994 

Bad Divorced 
Bad a child 
Were Ernployed fuii-time 
Were Ernployed-part-time 

Percentage who said they: 
Bad Mamed 

Eleven percent of the youth indicated they had at least one child by 1994. More females 

Male Female 
6% 16% 

than males (16% versus 7%) had a child by 1994 (see Table 4.5). While the percentages 

of those married and those who had a child are similar, they are not necessarily the same 



The next set of questions exaniined deals with the youth's employment status as of 

April 1994. Thirty-eight percent of the youth said they were employed on a full-time basis 

between the period of January and April of 1994. Awther 28% indicated they were 

employed on a part-tirne basis over the same time period (see Table 4.5). As wel, youth 

were aiso asked to respond to a question which dealt starting their own business (data not 

show). Six percent of the youth indicated they had started their own business before 1994, 

more of those h m  Halifax area (9%) than in the other two areas (Hamilton, 6%; rural Nova 

Scotia, 2%). 

4.3 School P e d o v c e  Indicators-1989 

A major focus of this analysis is on educationai plans and outcomes. This section will 

examine a variety of in-school variables that would, undoubtedly, have an efféct on youth 

plans and outcomes. Ninety-three percent of the youth indicated they were in full-tirne 

attendance at school at the tirne of the 1989 s w e y .  A majority (61%) of the youth 

reportedly were enrolled in the eleventh grade and another 22% were emlled in grade 10. 

There were a total of 61 youth (6%) who indicated they were no longer registered in school. 

The majority of these (71%) had left in or before Grade 10. 

Seventy-nine percent of the youth indicated they were enrolled in the acadernic or 

honours streams while the rernaining 2 1 % were enrolled in the general stream, or another 

non-acadernic path (see Table 4.6). However, it is important to keep in mind that courses 

not students are 'streamed'. An individual could be in a variety of types of courses (e.g. 

Academic grade 11 English, General grade 11 mathematics, and un-classified grade 10 

French). 



Also relevant to this analysis are various measures of the youth's school 

performance. One question which addresses performance concems the marks the youth 

obtained on their last report cards. In 1989, 14% of the youth said their marks were 60 

percent or below, another 3 1% percent indicated their marks were between the 61 to 70 

percent range, and 35% reported that their marks fell between the 71 to 80 percent range. 

The remaining 20% indicated they had marks over the 80 percent range (see Table 4.6). 

Table 4.6: 1989 School Performance Indicators-1989 

Performance lndicators 
Attendance Status At School 
Yes - Full T i e  
Yes - Part Tirne 
No 
Highest Education Completed 
Grade Niue or Less 
Grade 10 
Grade 11 
Grade 12/13 
University 
School Stream 
Academic 
Non-Academic 
Marks 
Less Thau 60% 
6 1-70% 
7 1-80% 
Over 80% 
Failed a Course 
Yes 
No 
Failed a Grade 
Yes 
No 

Percentaee Total N 

Another measure of school performance is whether or not the student has failed a 

coune or grade. Overall, 44% of the youth indicated they had failed a course at lest 

once by 1989. Twenty percent of them reported they had failed or repeated a grade. 

Sixty-three percent of the youth who had failed a grade had done so oniy once. It is 

interesthg to note that when the youth were asked how they felt they rated academically 



in cornparison to their fellow class mates, a rnajority (70%) indicated they would rate 

themsetves about the same as others (data not shown). 

The next stage is to examine the youth's 1989 educational plans, specificdy, what 

the youth state they would I i ke  to do and what they q e c t  to do after high school wili be 

exarnuled. Fi@-two percent of the youth reported they wouid like to go on to university 

once they had completed high school, compared to 3 1% who indicated they would iike to go 

on to some other form of post secondary education and 17% who would like to go directly 

into the workforce. Responding to the question about expected educational paths, even 

more (60%) of the youth indicated they expected to conhue on to the university level, 

whereas 27% expected to enter into some other kuid of post secondary institution and the 

remahhg 13% indicated they expected to go no M e r  than the high school level (see 

Table 4.7). 

TabIe 4.7: Pians After High School-1989 

Work 
m e r  Post Secondary 
University 

t to DQ 
Work 
0 t h ~  Post Secondary 
University 

to DQ 
Percentage Total N 



This section wiil begin with a review of the youth's last set of high school marks 

and then proceed to examine their obtained level of education in 1 994. An examination 

of the last set of high school marks reveals that 61 % of the youth received marks between 

the 6 1 to 80 percent range, another 3 1 % indicated they had received marks which were 

higher than 80 percent and the remaining 8% had received marks which were in the 60 

percent and below range. 

Forty-four percent of the youth indicated they had finished al1 their formal 

education by 1994(data not shown). The findings show that more females (47%) than 

males (40%) had d s h e d  al1 their formal education by 1994. More of the nual Nova 

Scotia youth (55%) indicated they had fullshed al1 their forma1 education than had the 

respondents from either Hamilton (38%) or Halifax (38%). 

Table 4.8: Obtained Level of Education - 1994 

Next, frequencies were run on the youth's 1994 obtained level of education. The 

Education Level 
High School or Less 
Other Post Secondary 
University - Undergraduate 
University - Post Graduate 

findings show that 55% of the youth had obtained a university degree, while 27% had 

Percentage Total N 
18% 159 
27% 225 
49% 410 
6% 47 

obtained some other kind of post secondary degree and the remahhg 18% had gone no 

M e r  than high school (see Table 4.8). This is one of the key dependent variables that 

will be examined in more detail in the remainder of this thesis. 



4.5 efs and Practica 

This next section deals with the youth and parental attitudes, beliefs and practices 

in 1989 and the youth 1994 attitudes, beliefs and practices about their perceived 

educational ability. Fifty-one percent of the youth perceived themselves as 'somewhat' 

of a good student, whereas 3 1% saw themselves as very good students and the rernaining 

12% saw themselves as  poor students. Although the majonty of youth (57%) disagreed 

with the statement that they found schoolwork ciifficuit, 18% did agree with the above 

statement and another 19% said they found it hard to adjust to the school routine (data not 

shown). 

A review of the literaîure indicates that such things as a regular place to study at 

home and parental interest in youth's schoolwork can help increase the chances of 

positive educational outcomes. When asked if they had a study area at home 94% of the 

youth responded ' yes', but slightly less than half (47%) indicated they had good study 

habits. Furthexmore, 83% of the youth indicated that if they had worked harder they 

rnight have been able to achieve high marks. Only thirteen percent of the youth agreed 

that they wished their parents were more interested in the schoolwork (data not shown). 

The parents were asked who was responsible for ensuring homework was 

cornpleted. The categories the parents were given to choose fiom were: mostly myself: 

rnostIy spouse, shored 50-50, and other. The rnothers and fathers appear to be in 

agreement that the responsibility of ensuring the youth's homework is done rests mainly 

with the mothers. 

It is interesting to note that neither the mothers nor the fathers felt that they had 

regular disagreements with their child over the issue of homework (see Table 4.9). Both 



the mothers and fathers appeared to be fairly evenly split between sometimes and not at 

d l  (sometimes, 39% & 40%; not at dl, 40% & 39%). As well, when the parents were 

questioned about the amount of overdl coaflict they had experienced with their child 

over the last month forty-four percent of the mothers and forty-seven percent of fathers 

indicated they had very iittle conflict with their child (data not shown). 

Table 4.9: Disagreement Over Schoolwork-1989 

Somewhat 
Not At AU 
Total N 

Often 

Research suggests that parental level of concem and encouragement is a very 

Mother Father 
22% 22% 

important component in youth educational outcome. In fact, educational goals and 

academic performance are shown to be directly related to the amount of influence a 

parent has upon herfis child. The following section will look variables such as the 

parental responses to the importance of their opinions concerning the youth educational 

plans, their level of educational encouragement, theu  level of help with homework, their 

perceived closeness and level of conflict with their child. 

A rnajority of the mothers (94%) and fathers (90%) felt that their opinions about 

their child's educational future were very to moderately important. An overwhelming 

majority of youth indicated that they felt their mother, especiaily so, and their fathers to 

be encowaging when it came to their educational pursuits. Overall, ninety-four percent 

of the youth found their mother to be ves> to somewhat encourogig and eighty-seven 

percent felt the same about their fathers (see top row of Table 4.10). 



Table 4.10: Level of Encouragement-1989 

Neutral - Discouraging 
Encouraging 
Neutral - Discouraging 

ers' 
Encouraging 
Neutral - Discouraging 

Encouraging 
Neutrai - Discouraging 

Encotuaging 

The bottom section of Table 4-10 presents the parents' responses to the question, 

How much would you say you encourage or discourage herhim to continue herhù 

education beyond high school? A majority of the mothers (82%) and the fathers (72%) 

felt that they were very encouraging conceming their child's educational career. 

Interestingly, none of the mothen felt that they were discouraging. 

The youth were also asked to address the issue of parental level of influential 

importance towards their academic careers. Overail, ninety-five percent of the youth said 

they found their mothers to be an important influencing factor in their education pursuits 

and 78% felt the same way about their fathers (data not shown). 

The next series of questions deals with the youth's beliefs about university, their 

chances of successfül university completion, disappointment level if they did not 

graduate, and if they thought they could afford to go to university. The majority of youth 

indicated they felt they had a very good to good chance of successfully completing 

university (76%), while 14% felt they had a fair chance and the remainllig 10% indicated 

they felt their chances were poor to vetypoor (see Table 4.1 1). 

Percentage Total N 

93% 1012 
7% 79 

87% 937 



Table 4.1 1: Youth's Beliefs About University-1989 

Beliefs 
Chances of successful university Completion 
Very Good to Good 
Fair 
Very Poor to Poor 
Disappointeci If 1 Don? Graduate University 
Strongly Agree to Agree 
Neutra1 
Strongly Disagree to Disagree 
mord  to Go To University 
Strongly Agree to Agree 
Neutrai 
Strongly Disagree to Disagree 

1 Percentage Total N 

Another way of getting at a sllnilar issue is to ask the youth if they would be 

disappointed if they did not graduate fiom university. While the majonty (69%) either 

strongiy or somewhat agreed with the statement that they would be disappointed if they 

did not graduate fkom university . The affordabili ty of continued education, especially at 

the univers@ level, is an important issue facing today's students. Who is denied access 

on this count? in 1989 the youth were asked to address the issue of affordability and its 

effects upon their chances of obtaining a univenity degree. The findings indicate that a 

majority of youth (62%) agreed that they could afford to go to university, compared to 

23% who felt they could not afford to continue on to university (see Table 4.1 1) 

in 1994 the youth were asked whether they felt the cost of tuition or the 

availability of student loans had an impact upon their decision to continue on past the 

high school level with their education. A majority of youth (53%) indicated they felt that 

the cost of tuition did not infiuence their decision one way or the other when it came to 

d e c i h g  to continue on with their education, whereas 18% Uidicated that the cost of 

tuition had a positive impact upon their decision to attend a post-secondary institution 

and 30% felt it had a negative impact upon their decision (data not shown). 



A majonty of youth (62%) felt that the availability of student loans did not have 

an impact upon theu decision to continue on with their education, while 26% felt it had a 

positive influence upon their decision to continue on and another 12% felt availability of 

loans had a negative influence upon their decision. It is interesthg to note that in 1989, 

for a majority of youth, finances were not an issue where their educational pumiits where 

concerned. 

When the youth were asked in 1994 about the role their parents played in their 

educational pursuits, a large majority of them indicated that their parents' expectations 

for them had an influence upon the educationd paths they chose. Seventy-three percent 

of the youth indicated that their parent(s) had a very strong to strong positive Uifluence 

upon their educational choices, while only twenty-four percent felt their parent@ had no 

impact and the remaining 3% felt their parentts) had a strong to very strong negative 

impact. When questioned as to who was the most important person behind their decision 

to continue on with their education, 31% felt that they themselves were. As well, 20% 

felt their mothers were and 15% feelt their fathers were the most important person in their 

decision to continue on with their education (see Table 4.1 2). 

Table 4.12: Importance to Education Decision-1989 

Father 
Both Parents 
Self 
Someone else 

LeveI of Importance 
Mother 

Percentage Total N 
20% 275 



Overail, this descriptive section shows that for the most part the youth are doing 

well in school and have parents who are actively invoIved in and supportive of their 

childrea's educational pursuits. Very few of the youth see themselves as lacking the 

potential to continue past high school to university. However, the fact remains that not 

al1 youth expect to continue on to university; hirthermore, not al1 the youth, in fact, 

continue on past hi& school. 

The next chapter involves an analysis at the bi-variate Ievel of a select grouping of 

variables as a means to explore the effect living within various family structures may 

have upon the youth's lives. This analysis sets the stage for the multi-variate anaiysis 

presented in Chapter Six. 



1-V-YSIS-Fam.v Structure 

This chapter will explore the ways in which living in a dual parent family versus 

a single parent farnily afFect to the youth's social situation. For the purpose of this 

discussion an analysis at the bi-variate level will be employed examining the impact that 

family structure has upon parental socio-economic status, parental level of active 

UivoIvement in youth's educational careers, the youth's school performance indicators 

and the cornrnunity in which one lives.' 

Parental socio-economic status (financiaVeconomic capital) indicators include: 

parental income, parental level of education, mother's and father's occupational status. 

Next, parental active involvement (social capital) includes: parental 

encouragement/discouragement, level of parental importance in educational decisions, 

and parentaVyouth conflict over school work. The variables used as a measurement of 

the youth's school performance indicators (hurnan capital) include: highest grade 

completed to date (1989), marks (1989 & 1994). school Stream, failing a course or a 

grade, being perceived as a good shident or a troublemaker, youth's 1989 response to the 

highest expected level of education and their 1994 response to their obtain level of 

education. Finally, cornrnur~ity in which one lives is categorized into urban and W.* 

- -- 

' Due to the hi& non-response rate among the fathen, any variables that use data from the 1989 parental 
questionnaire are computed fiom the mother's, father's and youth's responses to the questions as a means 
to ensure the highest case base possible. 
' The variables exarnined at this stage are ody those variables that have a large enough case base to be 
included the mulei-variate analysis later. 



nie review of the literature in Chapter Two clearly suggested thaf for the most 

part, single parents are disadvantaged economically. Researchers give a number of 

reasons for this pattern, which include single parents (particularly mothers) having lower 

levels of education, single parents having lower occupational status than dual parents and 

having only one wage eamer in the family. 

In the current analysis, an examination of parental income reveais that more of the 

single parents were found to eam incomes that are less than forty thousand annually, than 

were those parents who had two aduits in the household (49% vs 37%). The reverse was 

found to be true for those earning an annual income of more than $60,000. Thirty-three 

percent of the parents fiom dual parent households, cornpared to 29% of those from a 

single parent family were found to have annual income in excess of $60,000 a year (see 

Table 5.1). Thus, income level is found to be weakly related to family structure; the 

strength of the relationship is shown through the correlation of. 1 O,p<.O 1. 

Table 5.1: Parental Income by Family Structure-1989 

Income Level 
Less than $40,000Y 
Between $40 to $60,000 
Greater than $60,000 
Total N 
r=.IO pK01 

Both Parents Sinpile Parents Total % 

Next, when parental level of education was examined at the family structure level 

the findings indicate that there is no  significance difference between parents in a dual 

parent family compared to a single parent context. It is interesting to note that 72% of the 

The income category is not meant to reflect the low income cut-off as the sample group came from 
different locales (see footnote #1). 
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parents reportedly had obtained an education at the high school level or less, compared to 

10% who received an education at the post secondary level with 18% of those indicating 

they had a university degree (see Table 5.2). Whatever difference may be found in 

outcomes between the two family types cannot be accounted for by differences in 

parental education. 

Table 52: Parental Education by Family Structure4989 

Mothers' and fathers' occupational status is the last set of variables to be 

Parental Level of Education 
High School or Less 
Other Post Secondary 
University 
Total N 

examined in this section. The hdings reveal that once again there is no significant 

Dual Parent Single Parent Total % 
73% 72% 72% 
9% 1 0% 10% 
18% 18% 18% 
875 294 1169 

di fference between dual parents and single parents when examinhg their individual 

occupational levels (see Table 5.3). 

Table 53: Parental Occupational Status by Family Structure4 989 

Uns killed 
Skilled/Tec hnical 
ProfessionaYmanagenal 
Futhers' Occupation 
Unskilled 
Skilled/Technical 
Pro fessionaYmaaageria1 
Total N 

Occupational Status 
Mothers ' Occupation 

Parental income is the only parental socio-econornic status variable proven to 

Dual Parent Single Parent Total % 

Vary significantly at the family structure level. As well it is interesting to note that 

parental occupational status was found not to Vary by at the family structure level, but 

differences can be found between the mothers' and fathers' occupational levels. The 
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mothers' occupations were more concentrated in the skilled/technical sector while the 

fathers more likely to indicate that they were employed in the professionaYmanageria1 

sector. This difference could help to explain the difference found between income levels 

at the family structure level. 

5.2 ta1 Level of Active Invo lve~ent4oc  

Parental level of encouragement is the first variable to be examined in this 

section. Overall, ninety-nine percent of the youth reported that their parents were a 

source of encouragement throughout their child's educational life course. No signi ficant 

difference can be seen between parents in dual parent families and those in single parent 

families in terms of levels of parental encouragement. Similar adings were evident 

when parental importance to the youth's educational decision making was exarnined at 

the family structure level. Once again, a majority of the youth (77%), regardless of 

family structure, were found to report their parent(s) as the most important influence 

Level of ParentaI 
Encouragement/Discouragement 

Encouraging 
No t Encouraging 

Parental Importance in 
Educational Decisions 

Parents 
Someone Other Than Parents 

ParentaYyouth Level of Conflict 
Over School Work 

Disagree Ofen 
Disagree Sometimes 
Disagree-Not At AU 
Total N 

when dealing with educational issues (see Table 5.4). 

Table 5.4: Parental Involvement by Family Structure-1989 

Parental Involvement Dual Parents Single Parents Total % 



The ha1 variable to be examined in this section deals with the level of confiict 

the youth experienced with their parents over school work. For the purpose of this study, 

level of conflict is used as a rneasure of parental involvement in their teen's educational 

careers. The findings indicate that 43% of the youths disagreed ofien with their parents 

over the issue of homework, compared to 37% who disagreed sometimes and 20% who 

did not have any disagreements with their parents over school work. Once again, no 

significant ciifference was found at the family structure level. Overall the parents 

involved in this study were found to be actively supportive and encouraging towards their 

child's educational pursuits. 

5.3 ool Performmce Indicators-Human C m  

A review of the literature shows that children fiom single parent families are 

academically less likely to perform favorably in school than children fiom a two parent 

household. Therefore, it is relevant to examine measures that address the teenagers' 

school performance by the family structure in which they live. One such question 

concerns the marks (1989 & 1994) the youth obtained. in 1989 the youth were asked to 

respond to a question that looked at the average marks on their 1st report card. The 

findings indicate that a rnajority of the youth (55%) reported marks over seventy percent. 

When examined at the family structure level the findings indicate that more of the youth 

fkom dual parent families (58%) achieved marks of over seventy percent then did those 

youth fkom single parent families (48%) (see Table 5.5). 



Table 5.5 School Marks by Famiiy Structur+1989 & 1994 

Dual Parent Single Parent Total % 

In 1994, the youth were asked once again about their marks. At this point the 

youth were asked to give their last set of high school marks. The overall hdings 

uidicate that 68% of the youth achieved marks over seventy percent. No significant 

difference was found when this is broken down by family structure (see Table 5.5). This 

shift could signal a change for children in single parent homes in their last year of high 

school or it could reflect a bias resuiting from sample atîrition. It is beyond the scope of 

this thesis to examine attrition patterns in detail, but the effect of differential attrition 

should be kept in mind when dealing with the 1994 data 

bother measure of school performance is to look at the highest grade the youth 

had completed by 1989. A rnajody of the youth (61%) had completed grade eleven by 

this point. When this variable is exarnined at the family structure level the findings 

shows that more of the youth fiom a dual parent farnily have completed grade 11 or 

higher than did those nom a single parent farnily (see Table 5.6), suggesting a problem 

for those in single parent homes. 



Table 5.6: Highest Grade Completed to Date by Family Strricture-1989 

aighest Grade 1 

Grade 10 
Grade 1 I 
Grade 12/13 
Some University 
Total N 
X=.lO F . 0 1  

Completed to Date 
Grade 9 or Less 

The type of courses or the school Stream students are in can have an impact upon 

Dual Parent Single Parent Total % 
8% 14% 10% 

the educational choices they have after they have completed high school. The majority of 

these youth report themselves to be in an academic Stream (79%). On M e r  exploration 

at the family structure level the findings indicate that more youth nom a single parent 

family (27%) were in a non-academic stream than were those who lived with two parents 

(19%) (see Table 5.7). 

Table 5.7: School Stream by Family Structure-1989 

Academic I 81% 
Total N 875 
-.OB pc.01 

School Stream 
Non-academic 

In 1989 the youth were also asked if they had ever failed a course and if they had 

Dual Parent Single Parent Total % 
19% 27% 21% 

ever failed a grade. The findings indicate that over fi@ percent of the youth had failed a 

course at least once in their academic careers, whereas only 20% were found to have 

failed a grade. Examined at the family structure level the £ïndings reveal that there is a 

significant difference arnong those who failed a course or a grade and those who had not 

(see Table 5.8). More of those fiom single parent homes had failed a course (62% versus 

38%) and more had failed a grade (32% versus 16%). 



Table 5.8: Failing a Course and Grade by F a d y  Structure-1989 

No 
Yes 
Failing a Grade ** 
No 
Yes 
Total N 
*r= -10 F.001 

Failing a Course * 

Being perceived as a good student or a troublemaker were the next set of 

Dual Parent Single Parent TotaI % 

questions exarnined at the farnily structure level. As previous hdings indicated a 

majority of the youth (88%) perceived themselves a good students and only 17% 

indicated they were seen as a troublemaker. No significant difference was found when 

these variables were cross tabulated by family structure. 

The community in which one lives (urbadrurai) cm present a set of social 

characteristics that is inherently unique to the area. For example rurai areas are known 

for their close knit ties, a characteristic which can build strong social networks. Bourdieu 

argues this is an important component when one exploring youth's links to potential 

forms of capital. The data show that, overall, 17% of the youth who live with a lone 

parent live in an urban area, compared to 14% of the sarne youth who live in a rural area. 

However, this difference is too weak to reach statistical significance. 

It is noteworthy that many of the youth's school performance variables were 

found to Vary at the farnily structure level. in agreement with pst research, youth fiom 

dud parent families where found to academicall y outperform those from single parent 

families. Analyses at the multi-variate level will hopefully help explain the reason for 

this variance. 



Finally, the last two variables to be examined in this chapter are the two key 

educational variables: the youth's 1989 expected level of education and the youth's 1994 

obtained level of education. Both of these variables are weakiy related to family 

structure (see Table 5.9). in 1989, fewer of the youth from single parent families 

expected to obtain a university degree; fewer of them haci, in fact, attended university by 

In 1989, sixty-three percent of the youth from a bvo parent farnily expected to 

continue on to the university level, compared to 52% of youth nom a single parent 

household who felt the same. The h d h g s  are simila. in 1994: fie-seven percent of the 

youth who lived in a two parent household were found to have attended university, 

compared to 48% of the youth who lived with a single parent. It is interesting to note that 

in 1 989 and again in 1994 more of the youth from single parent families expected to and 

did attend some non-university post secondary institution than did those youth who [ive 

with two parents (see Table 5.9). 

Table 5.9: Youth's 1989 Educational Expectations and 1994 Obtained Education 
by Family Structure 

1989 Expected Education * 
High School or Less 
Other Post Secondary 
University 
1994 Obtained Education ** 
High School or Less 
Other Post Secondary 
University 
*F .IO p<01 **r=.09 pc.05 

Dual Parent Single Parent Total % 



5.5 iscussiog 

Overall, thus far, a majority of the finduigs are consistent with past research. 

Youth who live within a lone parent structure appear to expect and obtain lower levels of 

education. In 1989 the youth who lived with a single parent were found to have 

completed fewer years of education, were more likely to have left school at the secondary 

level, they were more likely to be enrolled in a non-acadernic stream, received lower 

marks and had failed a course or grade more kequently than those who Lived with both a 

mother and a father. 

Past research has found that youth nom single parent families were more likely 

than those nom dual parent families to have parent(s), especially for mothers, with a low 

levels of education, low occupational status and in turn low levels of income. In this 

study, only income was related to family structure. Another key findîng involves the 

issue of parental active involvement in their child's educational careers. Overall, no 

si gni ficant di fference was found when examining parental active invo lvement at the 

family structure Ievel. It is noteworthy that the parents, in general, were found to be 

encouraging and supportive of their teenager's educational pursuits. If one refers back to 

the previous chapter the findings demonstrate that mothers are found to be more actively 

involved in their child's education than the fathers. Whether the fathers were actively 

involved appears to be contingent upon whether they are residing in the sarne household 

as the child or not. 



Father absence could also affect monetary support which would help M e r  

explain why the single parent household have lower overall incornes. Unfominately the 

s w e y  instnunents do not provide data on how much money is provided by the non- 

resident parent. If the father has chosen to totally disengage himself from the family the 

Iikelihood of him adequately supporthg his family monetarily is slim. Data to support 

this speculation are lacking, which is one of the doWIlfalls of using secondary data. in 

fact, the parents were simply asked to indicate their level of income, but they were not 

asked the source of this income. 

Overall, the findings thus far support those of the literature which found that 

family structure does have an impact upon youth's educational trajectories. Although the 

overall strength of the relationship between family structure and educational expectation 

and attainments is weak, none the less there is a relationship. The next step will involve 

an analysis which will hopehilly give some insights into the how's and why's behind the 

impact of farnily structure on levels of education. 



CHAPTER SIX 

SSION ANUYSES 

Central to this study is the fact that the youth's 1989 response to their erpected 

ievef of education and their 1994 response to their obtained Ievel of education were found 

to be significantly related to family structure. The next step in the analysis is to explore 

how and why family structure has this effect. This section will explore the effects of 

£ïnanciaVeconomic capital (measured by parental income, parental education, parental 

occupation), social capital (measured by parental level of encouragement 

/discouragement, parental-youth conflict over SC hoolwork, how important parents are to 

educational decisions and community in which one lives) and the student's human capital 

(marks, school Stream, highest grade completed to date, failing a course, faihg a grade, 

perceived as a good student or as a troublemaker) on youth's educationai outcornes. 

The analysis will document the effect of these variables (a) on the youth's 1989 

educational expectations and their 1994 attainments and (b) on the effect of family 

structure has on these two dependent variables. This analysis will proceed in stages as a 

means to explore the effect that the family structure has upon fint, the youth's 1989 

educationai expectations and secondly, their 1994 obtained level of education. First 

family structure will be entered as the sole independent variable in the regression 

equation. Then the different forms of capital will be entered, in blocks, one, then two, 

then al1 three at a t h e .  



6.1 . ear R e e F a e c t e d  Educ . on - TmeOne - 
When entered on its own we see that family structure has a small but statistically 

significant effect on the youth's educational expectations in 1989. The R~ shows, that by 

itself, family structure accounts for less than one percent of the variance in educational 

expectations (see Table 6.1). When the other set of variables are entered into the 

equation, the effect of farnily structure effectively disappears (see Table 6.2). The 

exception to this statement is in Model 1 which controls on the effects of parental 

economic capital. Here farnily structure still has an effect. 

Table 6.1: Regression Analysis Youth's 1989 Expected Level of Education 
by Family Structure 

When the other sets of variables are included in the regression equation, the effect 

LNDEPENDENT VARiABLE 
Family Structure 

of family structure reduces to non-significance. In texms of explained variance, the 

BETA LSVEL OF SIGNIFICANCE 
.O9 .O03 

'hurnan capital' measures of the youth's own performance in school seems to be the 

factor that has the largest effect (the largest increase in the value of IX2). Looking at the 

standardized coefficients in Model 7, we see that school strearn has the largest effect of 

al1 the individual variables (P=.30). Also significnat are the effects of parental 

encouragement (. 14), marks (. 13) and parental education (. 12). Incorne, surprisingly, has 

little direct effect. 



Table 6.2: Regression Analyses 

Youth's 1989 Educational Erpectations, Controlling on Tbree Forms of Capitaï 

Independent Variables 
F d y  stxucture 
~inonCiat Capital 
Parental Incorne 
Parental Education 
Mother's Occupation 
Father's Occupation 
Social Capital 
Parental Level of 
Encouragementldiscourôge 
ParentaWouth Level of 
Conflict over Homework 
Level of Parental 
importance in Educational 
Decisions 
Community 
Hunan Capital 
Faiied a course 
Failed a Grade 
Siream 
Highest Grade 
Completed to Date 
Marks 
Perceived as good student 
Perceived as troublemaker 
K- 
Total N 
*p<05 

Models 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
.07* .O3 -.O 1 .O3 .O 1 -04 .O2 



6.2 Rwession - uth's 1994 Ob ed Level of Ednc 

The second regression analysis performed uses the youth's 1994 obtained levels 

of education as the dependent variable. The same independent variables were used for 

this analysis as were used in Tirne One with the exception of the measure of highest 

grade completed to date and the inclusion of the youth's 1989 expected level of 

education.1° As was done in section 6.1, the variables were entered in blocks and in 

stages and the measure of family structure is entered and held constant at each stage. 

Once again when farnily structure is entered into the equation on its own it is 

found to have a srnall but statistically significantly significant impact upon the youth's 

1994 obtained level o f  education. Furthermore, the R~ shows that, by itself, family 

structure is, once again, f ond  to explain less than one percent of the variance in 

educationai attainment (see Table 6.3). 

Table 63: Regression Analysis Youth's 1994 Obtained Level of Education 
by Family Structure 

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE 1 BETA LEVEL OF SIGNIFICANCE 
F a d y  Structure (dummy) ( .O8 .O24 

The key point in this analysis is to note that inclusion of any measures of capital, as 

operationalized here, reduces the effect of family structure to non-significance (see Table 

6.4). Again, we see the pattern that the student's 'human capital' in terms of school 

performance contributes most to explaining the variation in level of education obtained 

by 1994 (as indicated by the increase in R~ when this block of variables are included). 

'%ighest grade completed to date is ornitted fiom this analysis as it is in essence another measure of 
obtained level of education. That is, it can be seen as a measure of the dependent variable. 



Table 6.4: Regression Anslyses 

Youth's 1994 Obtained Level of Education, Controiiing on Three Forms of Capital 

Independeat Variables 
Family structure 
 ina an ci al Capital 
Parental incorne 
Parenta1 Education 
Mother's Occupation 
Father's Occupation 
Social Capital 
Parental Level of 
Encouragement/discourage 
ParentaWouth Level of 
Conflict over Homework 
Level of Parental 
importance in Educationd 
Decisions 
Cornmunity 
Human Capital 
Failed a course 
Failed a Grade 
Stream 
Marks 
Perceived as good student 
Perceived as troublernaker 
1989 Educational 
Expectations 
R' 
Total N 
* pC.05 

The individual variables that have the largest direct impact on obtained education (as 

indicated by the standardized coeffiencent) are: the youth7s 1989 educational 

expectations (f3=.2 l), marks in high school(.20), and school Stream (. 16). It is interesting 

that parental income bas a consistent and statisticaily significant effect across ail models 

in this set of analysis. Its effect was less clear in the prediction of expected education (see 

Tables 6.2 and 6.4 ). Given the high costs associated with post-secondary education, 

income can play a role in supporting or barring their children7s M e r  education. 



6.3 

First and foremost, it is important to point out that the family structure variable 

was found not to have an effect upon either the youth's 1989 educational expectations or 

their 1994 obtained levels of education overall, once the measures of capital are 

introduced On the one hand, we cannot d e  out the possibility that this Yack of effect' 

reflects the weakness of our measure of family structure. It could also be, in part, due to 

fact that there are only a srna11 number of single parent families in the simple. The effect 

of family structure would have to be large to maintain statistical significance. Or it could 

be the case that, 

Statisticai significance only tells what is likely. It cannot prove anything 
with absolute certainty ... statistical significance is not the same as practical, 
substantive, or theoretical significance. Results can be statistically 
significant but theoretically meaningless or trivial (Neuman, 199 1 : 3 15). 

Nevertheless, the results do suggest that the effects of family structure are more complex 

than some of the literature might suggest. 

Overall, the findings indicate that active parental encouragement and support can 

positively influence the youth's educational pursuit. However, as we saw in Table 5.4 of 

Chapter 5,  level of encouragement was not related to farnily structure. This finding once 

again supports the idea that it is family interactions and functioning and not farnily 

structure, per se, that are central to youth's educational outcome. 

The findings consistently indicate that it is the youth's human capital that has the 

greatest impact upon youth's educational trajectories. It appears that the major effects 

(positive or negative) are experienced by the youth prior to the time they are seventeen 

years of age. The effects of parental capital ancilor farnily structure may be induect in 

their impact on the child's performance while in secondary school. 



The data set has oniy a lirnited number of questions that allows us to explore these 

educational experiences, but there are a few questions which could give fiirther insights 

into the present findings. One possible explanation for the fact that the controllhg on 

human capital of the shident, as rneasured by school performance, reduces the effect of 

family structure on educational expectations and attainments is that family structure 

affects earlier school performance. Another possibility is that schools react to and treat 

students fiom single parent homes differently from students in dual parent homes. 

To test this later suggestion we cm examine the youth's descriptions of their 

school and their self-images. Ln 1989 the youth were asked to comment on their level of 

satisfaction with their school in terms of effectiveness of discipline. They were also asked 

whether they agree or disagree with a series of statements which include: 'People treat 

me like dirt", "The last few years have been difficult for me", "1 feel 1 cm do things as 

well as others", and "Everytime 1 try to get ahead someone or something stops me", and 

fmally, ccAdults don? take kids seriously". These variables were examhed to see if there 

were any difierences by family structure. Three variables were found to be significantly 

related to family structure: one dealt with the fairness of the school and the other two 

addressed issue of subjective perception. 

Table 6.5 shows there is a difference in how students fiom different family 

structures describe the discipline at their school. 

Table 6.5: Fairness of School Discipline-1989 

Fair 
Good 
Excelient 
Total N 
r=.10 pCOl 

Fairness of School Discipline 
Poor 

Dual Parent Singie Parent Total % 
12% 1 5% 13% 



Fewer of the youth fiom single parent families (49%) felt that the faimess of their 

school's discipline was good to excellent, compared to 56% of the youth nom dual parent 

families who felt the same. Are the teachers stigmatizing these students, or are they 

reacting differently to the same f o m  of discipline? 

Measwes of the youth's self-image show that children nom single parent families 

were more likely than those fkom dual parent families to Say that they felt others treated 

them like dir?. As the second parallel Table 6.6 shows, they are also more likely to agree 

that adulrs don 't take young peupie seriously. 

Table 6.6: Self-image-t 989 

People Often Treat Me Like Dirt * 
Strongly Agree 
Agree Somewhat 
Neutral 
Disagree Somewhat 
Strongly Disagree 
Most Adults Don't Take Kids Seriously ** 
Strongly Agree 
Agree Somewhat 
Neutra1 
Disagree Somewhat 
Strong ly Disagree 
Total N 
*r= .IO p<05 **r= .O9 pC.05 

Duaf Parent Sinde Parent Total % 

These responses suggest that youth corn single parent homes are getting different 

messages fiom the adults around them than are their counterparts in dual parent families. 

But as we saw earlier, they see their parent@) as equally encouraging and supportive. 

The other adults with whom these young people regularly interact are teachers and other 

unfair. W l e  these results are not definitive they do suggest that some of the variation in 

school performance of children from different types of families c m  be understood not in 



terms of how their families treat hem, but how they are perceived and treated in the 

school itself. 

These hdings bring up some interesting questions about the significance of the 

ways schools treat children from different families. There may be a stigma associated 

with single parent families that teachers and other school staff inadvertentiy assign to 

students. While it is beyond the scope of this thesis to hlly test these ideas, there are 

some suggestive cornments made by the youth respondents in 1994 when asked, "How 

do yuu think this school cotild be improved? What advice wouldyou give them? " 

One respondent stated: 

Eliminate patronizing, sexist, racist, classist, attitudes arnong 
administrators and counsellors. Give equal respect to student regardless of 
their interests. Inform students about educational alternatives, even if they 
aren't having trouble in school. Treat students with respect, the teachers 
are for the students not vise [sic] versa, and make teachm stay current in 
their knowledge and their teaching methods. 

Building upon this theme am ther respondent found that : 

This school could be improved by paying attention to al1 students 
regardless of income, grade averages, farnily name, or sport team 
membenhip. Rather than focusing on selecting specific students rather 
than how the school looks or ranks in the comrnunity or the province. 

Still another respondent focuses directly on the issue of class: 

The cousellors and teachers were predominantly fiom rnid to upper rniddle 
class while the overwhelming majority of students were fiom 
economicdly lower classes and as such the teachers and staff failed 
drastically at offering relevant advice or guidance. 

These voices clearly demonstrate the need for fuaher exploration into area of the school's 

use of its power and its negative impact on children nom households that teachers may 

define as ''uderprivileged". Single parent, particularly mother headed families, may 



well be stereotyped in this way. If they are, this may be a fom of negative "symbolic 

capital" (Andres, Bel lay,  1994; Bourdieu, 1984) that translates into social barriers. 



Chapter Seven 

Initially, at the bi-variate level, family structure was found to have an impact upon 

the youth's educational expectations and attainrnent levels. Those youth who lived in a 

lone-parent family were found to have lower overall academic standings than did those 

who live with two parents. It is interesthg that no differences could be found at the bi- 

variate level between parental levels of encouragement and active support and the family 

structure in which the youth lived. For the most part the youth said they had parents who 

were encouaging and supportive of their educational pursuits. For the purpose of this 

study the analyses perfonned at the bi-variate Ievel were used as a means to show the 

impact that family structure had upon the youth's educational paths. As well, it served as 

a point of departwe for the analysis of parents a s  potential sources of capital. 

Given the above findings, the next step in the analysis was to test the effect of 

different types of capital. Regression analyses were performed as a means to detemùne 

what forms of capital explained the greatest arnount of variance in the youth's 

educational expectations and outcomes, while contro1ling on family structure. It is safe 

to infer fkom the findings that living in a one-parent family, in and of itself, does not 

constitute gomds for expecting that a child will do worse than one who lives with two 

parents. Lewis et al. (1976) comment about a famous study conducted on successful two- 

parent families can also be applied to single-parent families: 



m n  al1 successfùl families .... success appeared more üke a piece of 
needlework with multiple coloa. weaves, and themes creating unique and 
dynamic patterns of interacting individuals. However, this work of art 
was unfioished, with new threads and patterns appearing as the family 
worked thmugh new challenges and struggled to maintain its self-identity 
of success (cited in Momson, 1995: 2 18). 

Other researchers agree with the above summary, stating that much has been 

written on single parenthg and there still exist too many myths about the functioning of 

the family. Hanson et al. (1995) notes that 'treating single mothers and welfare mothers 

interchangeably continues" (p. 1 8). Furthermore, Aquilino (1 996) states that studies have 

demonstrated extensive variability in the life trajectories of those bom outside the 

traditional two parent family and that "these children cannot be treated as a unitary group 

that shares a common set of life expenences" (p. 309). 

Given the finding, at the bi-variate and multi-variate level, that parental 

encouragement and support positively influences youth's educational outcornes and that 

parental encouragement and support were found not to be related to family structure 

raises a number of interesting questions. Hanson et al.'s 1995 article discusses the 

importance of looking not to family structure (notably non traditional structures) as the 

primarily source of youth's negative life trajectories, but to parenting styles per se. What 

qualities makes a ''good" parent and what qualities make up a 'hot so good" parent? 

More and more researchers @osman & Louwes, 1988; Hanson et al., 1995; ihhger- 

Tallrnan, 1995) are regarding positive parent-child interactions as an important keys for 

the production of socially well adjusted, healthy, well-functioning children and young 

adults. 

Furthermore, according to niinger-Tallman, 1995 and Hanson et al., 1995, 

families can not be separated fiom the environments in which they exist. Single parents, 



for the most part, are viewed as resourcefùl individuals who understand the importance of 

interpersonal networks. Networking support can come fiom a variety of areas such as 

relationships with extendeci kin, Giends and comrnunity members, as well as £iom an ex- 

spouse or a new partner. niinger-Talhan (1995) veiws individuals who are integrated 

into social networks as positively adjusted as the "benefits of a support network include 

les  distress, more responsiveness and attentiveness to children and increased interest in 

children's development" (p. 520). 

Only when researchers find new ways of conceptualking single parent families 

and exarnining the issues that they share, as well as those they rarely share with dual 

parent families can we gain a clearer idea of the effects of family structure on children. 

As well, more researchers need to include data from the parents themselves in their 

studies. Understanding how single parents feel or think at various stages of their life 

course, may also prove usehl in unlocking the 'Pandora's box' that illustrates the 

complexities and variability of single parents and their children over their life course. 

Statistics Canada's Nationational Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (1996) of 

children aged 4 to 11 supports the above findings and emphasizes the importance of 

longitudinal data which highlights the di fficulties expenenced by children kom al1 types 

of families. 

Finally researchers most stop viewing the educational system fiom a purely 

fhctionalist, equalitarian viewpoint. More attention needs to be directed at the forms of 

embodied capital found within the school system itselfwhich Bourdieu (1993) defines as 

the 'school sickness'. Bourdieu (1993) (cited in Fowler, 1997) argues that 

the school offers 'salvation chances' to the dutifiil members of the 
working class [and in doing sol the school excludes .... but keeps in her 



bosom those she excludes. The school gains the power to undermine the 
cultural dignity of manual labour. Within the heightened aspirations, 
disappointment in the school abounds this school sickness [is] 
ualcnowingly one of the fiuidamental contradictions of the social world, 
especially in relation to the consumption of matenal, symbolic or even 
political goods (p. 39-40). 

This thesis has show some of the effects of school performance, in tems of 

access to higher levels of educational credentials. In order to better understand the 

complex relations between home and school we need to understand both families and the 

way children fkom different families are treated in the school context. 
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APPENDIX A - VARIABLES FROM 1989 AND 1994 DATA SET 

nt Va- 

l)  What is the highest level of education you realistically expect to get? 
Recoded to: 
1. High School 
2. Other Post Secondary 
3. University 

2) What is the highest level of education you have currently completed? 
Recoded to: 
1. High School 
2. Other Post Secondary 
3. University 

endent Variables; 

F m  ily Structure 
1) Which of the people Iive in the same household as you? 

Recoded to: 
1. Both Parents 
2. Single Parent 

Parental Economic Capital 
1) What was the highest level of formal education you completed? 

Recoded combination of motherlfather/youth responses: 
1. Elementary 
2. Junior High School 
3. High School 
4. Other Post Secondary 
5. University - Undergraduate 
6. University - Post Graduate 

2) Check the category which you would say best describes the yearly income 
from al1 sources before taxes for you and your spouse or partner? 

Recoded combination of mother/father/youth responses: 
1. Lower Than $40,000 - 
2. Between $40,000 to $60,000 
3. Greater Than $60,000 



3) What is your present (or most recent job) for pay or profit? (Mother and father 1989 
responses) 

Recoded to: 
1. Managerial/Professional, this category includes: 

a. Self Employed Professional 
b. High Level Management 
c. Techaical Semi-Professional 
d. Middle Management 
e. Supervisor 

2. Skilled, this category includes: 
a. ForemaxdForewoman 
b. Skilled ClericaVSales 
c. Skilled Crafts & Trades 
d. F m  Owner/Operators 
e. Semi-skilled Manual 
f. Semi-skiIled Clerical Sales & Senrice 

3. Unskilled, this category includes: 
a. Unskilled Sales & Service Clerks 
b. Unskilled Labour 
c. Farm Labour 

P arentai Social Capital 
1) How much wouid you Say you encourage or discourage h e r w  to continue hermis 

education beyond high school? (Combined mothedfathedyouth response). 
1. Very Much Encouraged 
2. Encouraged Somewhat 
3. Neither 
4. Discouraged Somewhat 
5. Very MuchDiscouraged 

2) How often do you and your daughtedson disagree about whether she does hermis 
homework? (Combined rnothed fatheriyouth response). 
i .  OIten 
2. Somewhat 
3. Not At Al1 

3) How important do you think you opinion is to your daughter/sonls educational 
plans? (Comb ined mothed father/youth response). 
1. Very Important 
2. Somewhat Important 
3. Not Very Important 
4. Not At Al1 Important 



4) Where are you living? 
Recoded to : 
1. Urban (Halifax & Hamilton) 
2, Rural 

Human Capital (Youth) 
1) Are you attending school full-the, part-tirne, not at dl? 

1. Yes, FulI-time 
2. Yes, Part-time 
3. No, Not at al1 

2) What was your average on your report card this past term (1989)l or on the last report 
card you received? (1994) 

1 .  Less Than 50% 
2, 51%-60% 
3. 61%-70% 
4. 71%-80% 
5. Over 80% 

3) What Stream or programme in school arelwere you in? 
Recoded to: 
1. Acadernic/Honours 
2. GeneraVOther Non-academic 

4) Have you ever, even once, failed a subject? 
1 .  No 
2. Yes 

5) Have you ever had to repeat a year in school? 
1. No 
2. Yes 
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