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Abstract
Previous research has consistently shown lower educational attainment among children with
divorced parents than those with continuously married parents. However, most research has
focused on the educational outcomes of children as opposed to young adults. Moreover, among
young adults, education beyond a bachelor's degree, and possession of a graduate or professional
degree in particular, has become increasingly important to their future economic success. Yet,
little research has examined the effect of parental divorce on educational attainment beyond a
bachelor’s degree. Using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997, we
investigate whether and how parental divorce affects young adult children’s post-baccalaureate
educational attainment, measured by graduate/professional school enrollment and attainment of a
degree. We also examine the role of parental educational expectations with respect to this
relationship. Parental divorce was negatively associated with enrolling in a graduate/professional
program and obtaining a degree. Adult children whose parents had lower educational
expectations for them had lower post-baccalaureate educational attainment. Parental educational
expectations of divorced and continuously married parents were not statistically different from
one another and did not help explain the gap in educational attainment between children with
divorced versus continuously married parents. Researchers should therefore continue to
investigate explanations for lower post-baccalaureate educational attainment among children of
divorce.
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Introduction
In the United States, about half of marriages end in divorce, and 40 percent of American children born to
married parents will experience their parents’ divorce by age 18 (Amato, 2005; Kennedy and Ruggles,
2014). Although the divorce rate declined somewhat during the Great Recession, parental divorce remains
a common experience for American children (Cohen 2014; Eickmeyer 2014). It is well-known that
children who have experienced parental divorce have lower levels of well-being than children from intact
married-couple households (Amato, 2010; Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010). Compared to children with
continuously married parents, children whose parents divorced have poorer outcomes in multiple realms,
including externalizing behaviors, psychological adjustment, social competence, and self-concept. They
have weaker ties to parents in childhood and adulthood and have more troubled marriages should they
marry (Bouchard and Doucet 2011; Krampe and Newton 2012; Magnuson and Berger 2009; Mandara,
Rogers, and Zinbarg 2011; Strohschein, 2005).
Notably for this study, previous research indicates that parental divorce has a substantial negative
impact on children’s academic achievement and educational attainment. For example, children from
divorced families have lower math and reading scores, grade point averages, and school engagement. They
engage in fewer extracurricular activities, have lower educational expectations, and are less likely to
complete high school than children with continuously married parents (Anguiano, 2004; Carlson &
Corcoran, 2001; Cavanagh, Schiller, & Riegle-Crumb, 2006; Chatterji, 2005; Heard, 2007; Lee & Bowen,
2006; Rodgers & Rose, 2001; Sun & Li, 2011; Tillman, 2007). However, these studies focus primarily on
children and adolescents, with little attention to how parental divorce affects the outcomes of adult children
of divorce.
Specifically, research is lacking on the educational outcomes of emerging adults, typically defined as
young adults age 18 to 29. Until relatively recently, the transition to adulthood was relatively
straightforward. For previous generations, adult status was achieved primarily through marriage and
childbearing and most young adults in their twenties were married and raising young children. These days,

young men and women are making the transition to adulthood more slowly. Today's young adults are
increasingly pursuing higher education and exploring their options with respect to work, career, and family.
In his book Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road from the Late Teens through the Twenties (2014),
Jeffrey Arnett writes, "Such freedom to explore different options is exciting, and this is a time of high hopes
and big dreams. However, it is also a time of anxiety, because the lives of young people are so unsettled,
and many of them have no idea where their explorations will lead” (p. 5). In a Clarke University poll of
emerging adults, 36 percent said that "accepting responsibility for yourself" was the key becoming an adult,
followed by "becoming financially independent" (30 percent) and "finishing education" (16 percent; Clarke
University, 2013). Only 4 percent said, "getting married." Despite this, few studies have examined how
parental divorce affects the educational outcomes of this group. In particular, few studies examined the
effect of parental divorce on adult children’s post-baccalaureate educational attainment, namely enrollment
in graduate/professional school and attainment of an advanced degree.
This is an important topic to pursue because a four-year college degree has become vital to the
economic success of young adults. Adults ages 25 to 32 with bachelor's degree earn roughly $15,000 more
per year than those with less education and have substantially lower rates of unemployment and poverty
(Pew Research Center, 2014). The percentage of men and women with a four-year college degree increased
by an average of 73% between 2000 and 2013 (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Increasingly, an
advanced degree has also become a requirement for entry into many professions and is strongly related to
income (Thomas & Zhang, 2005). Jobs requiring a graduate or professional degree (e.g., M.D., D.D.S.,
J.D.) are expected to increase by an average of 18% between 2008 and 2018 in the United States, “due to
the growing shift towards a knowledge-based economy” (Crosby & Moncarz, 2006, p. 46). Postbaccalaureate enrollment had been steady at 1.6 million in the late 1970s and early 1980s but rose 78%
between 1985 and 2010, with a majority of the increase due to enrollment during 2008-2010 (U.S.
Department of Education, 2013). In particular, master’s, professional, and doctoral degrees increased by an

average of 70% between 2000 and 2013 with each degree increasing by 68%, 83%, and 75%, respectively
(U.S. Department of Education, 2014).
Few studies have investigated the effect of parental divorce on adult children’s post-secondary
educational outcomes, namely entry into college and bachelor’s degree completion (Black & Sufi, 2002;
Bulduc, Caron, & Logue, 2007; Conley, 2001; Perna & Titus, 2005). They indicate that divorce has longterm negative effects on children’s educational success. Even fewer have examined post-baccalaureate
educational attainment , and these studies focus on family structure as opposed to parental divorce
(Björklund, Ginther, & Sundström, 2007), focus on non-U.S. samples (Björklund & Sundström, 2006), or
exclude children from divorced families (Melby et al., 2008). Thus, the effect of parental divorce on
educational attainment beyond a four-year degree is currently unknown. In addition, studies have not
examined the mechanisms underlying this relationship. Numerous studies indicate that parents' educational
expectations for their child are positively associated academic outcomes (Davis-Kean, 2005; Dika & Singh,
2002; Fan & Chen, 2001; Englund et al., 2004; Kim & Schnieder, 2005; Perna & Titus, 2005; Reynolds &
Burge, 2008), including enrolling in college and completing a 4-year degree (Nichols and Islas, 2015; Wu,
Schimmele, & Hou 2015). Therefore, in addition to parental divorce, we examine how parents' expectations
that their children will obtain a college degree affects whether there child enrolls in a graduate/professional
program and obtains a degree, and whether differences in parental educational expectations between
children from divorced families and children from intact families explain the effect of divorce.

Parental Divorce and Post-Baccalaureate Educational Attainment
The American family has gone through remarkable changes in the last five decades, creating a multitude of
family structures including married, divorced, cohabitating families, stepfamilies, single parent families,
and intergenerational households. Nevertheless, marriage remains a coveted status in society, and children
from stably-married families have better outcomes than those from other family forms. Decades of research
has been dedicated to understanding how parental divorce affects children. As noted above, numerous

studies indicate that children who experienced parental divorce are at risk for a variety of negative
outcomes, including poor academic performance and lower educational attainment.
Although several studies have examined the effect of parental divorce on the educational success and
attainment among young adults, these do not include post-baccalaureate educational attainment. Ginther
and Pollack (2004) investigated the relationship between family structure and high school graduation,
college enrollment, college graduation, and total years of schooling. They found that children from
stepfamilies (both stepchildren and shared biological children) had lower educational attainment than
children reared in original two-parent families. Wallerstein and Lewis (2007) found similar results in a
sample of adults from their clinical practice (from high schools in which 92% went on to college). Of these,
57% of children with divorced parents obtained a bachelor’s degree compared with 90% of those from
intact families (Wallerstein & Lewis, 2004). We are aware of only two studies that have examined the effect
of a non-intact family structure on children's educational attainment beyond a 4-year college degree. In a
study of Swedish families, Björklund and Sundström (2006) compared the educational outcomes of siblings
in which one was under 18 at the time of parental separation and the other was 18 or older. Although the
younger sibling had a lower level of educational attainment (including a graduate degree) as an adult, the
difference disappeared once shared family characteristics were controlled. These authors using the same
methodology found similar results in corresponding U.S. sample (Björklund et al., 2007).
In the current study, post-baccalaureate educational attainment was measured in terms of both
graduate/professional school enrollment and highest degree completed. There are other measures of
educational achievement that could be used as indicators of success beyond obtaining bachelor's degree,
such as undergraduate GPA and one's score on the Graduate Record Examination (GRE), the Medical
College Admission Test (MCAT), and the Law School Admission Test (LSAT). Although standardized
tests are important for graduate and professional school enrollment , they are poor predictors of actual
degree completion (Miller & Stassun , 2014; Saguil et al., 2015; York, Gibson, & Rankin, 2015).

A high undergraduate GPA is important for graduate school admission, but is only weakly related to
degree completion (English & Umbach, 2016). Achieving an advanced degree is more dependent on
successfully completing the number of credits established by the institution. Depending on the type of
degree, students must also complete a thesis, dissertation, independent research, or an internship, residency,
or practicum. GPAs and test scores are also not a major factor in hiring decisions (McKinney et al. 2003;
National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2009). Success in today’s competitive job market is
foremost determined by is whether or not a candidate has a degree in the field. Because a bachelor’s degree
has become a basic prerequisite for getting a job candidate’s resume read, a post-baccalaureate degree
provides an advantage over the basic job applicant (Crosby & Moncarz, 2006; Fischer, 2013). Nevertheless,
it is important to include enrollment in this study because our cohort of young adults, who are between the
ages of 26 and 32, may still be working on their degree. Therefore we measure educational attainment in
terms of both graduate/professional program enrollment and completion.

Social Capital and Parental Divorce
There are various explanations of the negative relationship between parental divorce and children’s wellbeing. Each perspective makes a unique contribution to understanding the effect of divorce on children.
These include high family stress after divorce, poor parental adjustment, low parental involvement,
interparental conflict, economic hardship, subsequent family transitions, and the selection of those from
lower socioeconomic strata into divorce, as well as those with mental health problems, poor relationships
skills, and who themselves had divorced parents. (Lamanna, Riedmann, & Stewart, 2015).
Another explanation for worse outcomes among children of divorce is that they have less access to
human and social capital than do children from intact families. Human capital is generally measured by
parental education and income (Coleman, 1988). For example, adult children who have one or two parents
with a college degree are more likely to complete a bachelor's degree (Nichols and Islas, 2015) and a
graduate/professional degree (Mullen, Goyette, & Soares, 2003; Perna, 2004; St. John & Wooden, 2005).

Spouses who eventually divorce have lower educations and incomes than those who stay married which is
(Brown, Manning, & Stykes, 2015). Most children of divorce also experience significant economic hardship
or at minimum a drop in their standard of living which have been linked to worse educational outcomes in
children (Strohschein 2005; Wallerstein and Lewis 2007). Both of these are partially responsible for their
lower educational attainment. These effects extend into children's adulthood. Data from the Health and
Retirement Study indicate that, compared with continuously married parents, divorced parents give less
money to their adult children (Shapiro and Remle 2010). Wallerstein (Wallerstein and Blakeslee 1989;
Wallerstein and Lewis 2007, 2008) found that financing college was especially problematic for children of
divorce, even among those who were middle-class. Sixty percent of the children in her study received less
education than their fathers and 45 percent received less than their mothers. Even divorced fathers who had
retained close ties, who had the money or could save it and who ascribed importance to education, felt less
obligated to support their children through college. In a Canadian study, the parents of children from
alternative family structures were less likely than children with married parents to have made financial
preparations for their child's college (Wu et al., 2015).
That children with divorced parents have less access to human capital is just part of the story. Even
controlling for parent’s education and income, children from divorced households still lag behind children
from two-parent families on socioemotional, educational, and economic outcomes (Amato 2010; Fomby et
al. 2016; Kim 2011). Access to social capital is equally important. Social capital refers to the social
relationships in children’s lives which help them access the benefits of their parent’s human capital, as well
as parental social and emotional investment in their children (Coleman, 1988). "As a family maintains its
stability, the more developed the group norms, expectations, and obligations, and thus, the higher level of
social capital…as such, families must cultivate their stability and subsequently, their social capital, to
flourish and maintain their existence” (Shriner, Mullis, & Schlee, 2009, p. 447).
Common measures of social capital in families are parental monitoring and involvement, parent-child
relationship quality, and parent-school involvement (Amato, 2010; Furstenberg, 2005; Qian & Blair, 1999).

Children with divorced parents have less of these resources than do children with continuously married
parents. For example, parental monitoring (e.g., parents’ update of children’s whereabouts and who children
spend time with) is lower divorced families (Ribar 2015; Wu et al. 2015). Parent-child relationship quality
(e.g., warmth, closeness) is lower in divorced families, and children from divorced households display less
motivation in academics and school activities and have lower career aspirations (Dika & Singh, 2002;
Turley, Desmond & Bruch, 2010; Wu et al. 2015). Parent-school involvement is lower in divorced families,
and children from nontraditional family structure are less likely to be enrolled in enrichment activities that
have been shown to contribute to their future academic and professional success (Fan & Chen, 2001; Hill et
al., 2004; Zhan, 2006). In a study based on the Canadian Youth in Transition Survey by Wu et al. (2015),
children from non-intact family structures had parents with lower educational aspirations for them, which
partially explained lower college enrollment and completion among these children, for example, accounting
for 21% of the gap in college enrollment for girls.
Compared to children from married couple households, children in divorced and single-parent
households also have a smaller social network of supportive friends and family on which to draw (Westphal
et al. 2015). Nichols and Islas (2015) compared parental educational expectations of first-generation and
second-generation college students. In addition to the fact that the parents of second-generation students had
significantly higher educational expectations for them, they had a history of contact with college-educated
individuals in the types of careers they could aspire. The authors describe them as being “pulled” through
college by parents and others who provide specific advice about how to do well. Conversely, firstgeneration college students relied primarily on their parents’ social and emotional support and are “pushed”
through college. First-generation college students were also less inclined to seek help from professors, less
confidence, and a lacked the sense of entitlement more common among second-generation students.
In our study, we measured social capital using parental divorce and parents' educational expectations
for their children, both of which are associated with children’s educational success (Davis-Kean, 2005;
Dika & Singh, 2002; Englund et al., 2004; Fan & Chen, 2001; Kim & Schnieder). We tested four

hypotheses. First, we hypothesized that adult children with divorced parents would have lower postbaccalaureate educational attainment than adult children with continuously married parents. Second, we
expected that parental educational expectations would be positively related to children's post-baccalaureate
educational attainment. Third, we hypothesized that parents' educational expectations would be lower for
children with divorced parents than children with continuously married biological parents. Fourth, we
anticipated that parental educational expectations would fully or partly mediate the relationship between
parental divorce and young adults’ post-baccalaureate educational attainment. We controlled for variables
that in previous work have been shown to be associated with children's educational achievement, parental
educational expectations, and educational attainment: parents' level of education (Lee & Bowen, 2006;
Rodgers & Rose, 2001), household income (Melby et al. 2008; Paulsen & St. John, 2002) , and the
race/ethnicity and gender of the child (Ermisch & Francesconi, 2001; Mullen, Goyette, & Soares, 2003;
Perna, 2004; Qian & Blair, 1999; English & Umbach, 2016).

Method
Data
This study is based on the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97), a nationally
representative sample of roughly 9,000 youth born between 1979 and 1983. Produced by the U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics, this survey provides data on the children's demographic characteristics, labor market
activity, family transitions, and well-being. The NSLY97 contains an oversample of African Americans and
Hispanics, important given higher divorce rates among minorities (Aughinbaugh, Robles, & Sun, 2013) and
the increase in college enrollment among these groups (Perna, 2004). In Round 1 of the survey, both the
eligible youth and a parent received hour-long personal interviews and completed an extensive
questionnaire. The youth, but not their parents, continue to be interviewed on an annual basis. The retention
rate of the survey has been excellent. Eighty-three percent of the Round 1 sample completed the most recent

round (National Longitudinal Surveys, 2014). This study is based on 8,984 youth who completed the most
recent survey fielded in 2011-2012 (Round 15), who are now between the ages of 26 and 32.
The NLSY97 is well-suited for the present study in that its main goal was to document the transition
from school to work in young adulthood. Toward that end, extensive information was collected about
respondents' educational experiences over time. Educational data include youth’s schooling history,
performance on standardized tests, course of study, and timing and types of degrees obtained. Information
from the parent questionnaire relevant to this study included parents' relationship history, educational
attainment, household income, and their educational expectations for their child.

Analytic Sample
Our analytic sample was limited to youth whose parent questionnaire was filled out by a biological
parent, either the biological mother or the biological father (N=8,300). Therefore, youth whose parent
questionnaire was filled-out by an adoptive, step, foster, guardian or non-relative parent were removed from
the sample (8%). The sample was further limited to youth who were born within a marriage (N=5,856).
Thus, youths born outside of marriage were removed from the sample (27%). The assumption was made
that if a child born within a marriage, the child was the product of that marriage.
The analytic sample included youth whose biological parents' marriage ended in legal divorce and
youth whose biological parents' marriage remained intact. Parents whose marriage ended in either physical
separation, legal separation (but not divorced) or were widowed were removed from the sample (11%). We
created two samples of youth from this group. The first analytic sample was comprised of 4,855 youth with
the sample criteria listed above (referred to as "Sample 1"). A second sample ("Sample 2") of 1,853 youth
was created because questions about parents' educational expectations for their children were limited to
youth between the ages of 15 and 18 at Round 1 (i.e., children age 12 to 14 were dropped). A comparison of
the frequency distributions of Sample 1 and Sample 2 can be found in Table 1.

Table 1 about here

Variables
Post-Baccalaureate Educational Attainment. Post-baccalaureate educational attainment was assessed at
Round 15 of the survey, the most recent survey year. At each round, the youth were asked “current college
enrollment status as of the survey year." The NLSY97 categories included (a) not enrolled, no high school
degree, no GED, (b) not enrolled, GED, (c) not enrolled, high school degree (d) not enrolled, some college,
(e) not enrolled, 2-year college graduate, (f) not enrolled, 4-year college graduate, (g) not enrolled, graduate
degree, (h) enrolled in grades 1-12, not a high school graduate, (i) enrolled in a 2-year college, (j) enrolled
in a 4-year college, and (11) enrolled in a graduate /professional program. The youth was asked, “What is
the highest degree [respondent] has received ever?” The response categories included (a) none, (b) GED, (c)
high school diploma, (d) associate/junior college, (e) bachelor’s degree, (f) master’s degree, (g) Ph.D., and
(h) professional degree (e.g., DDS, JD, MD).
The information about college enrollment and educational attainment were combined to create three
different measures of educational attainment. The first was a dichotomous measure of post-baccalaureate
educational attainment that includes enrollment. Youth who reported having obtained a
graduate/professional degree or were ever enrolled in a graduate or professional program (yes or no). A
second similar dichotomous measure of post-baccalaureate educational attainment did not include
enrollment (i.e., they had obtained a graduate/professional degree but were not enrolled). Third, because the
NLSY97 measured parents' educational expectations only in terms of attainment of a four-year degree as
opposed to a graduate/professional degree, we created a third dichotomous measure that measured whether
the youth had obtained a four-year degree or greater or not.
Parental Divorce. Parental divorce was assessed using a combination of several variables. To capture
children whose parents divorced prior to Round 1, parental divorce was gleaned from the parent’s Round 1
questionnaire. The responding parent was asked, “Are you currently married, separated, divorced or

widowed?" If the condition applied, the responding parent answered “in what month and year did you
marry [this spouse/partner]?” for up to six spouses. For each marriage, the responding parent was asked,
“Are you currently separated, divorced, and widowed from [that] spouse?” If the parent reported "yes," they
were asked “How did the marriage to spouse(s) end?" The resulting categories were created included (a)
legal separation only, (b) physical separation but no legal separation, (c) divorce, and (d) death. If the
response was "divorced," the parent was asked what month and year the divorce occurred. If there was no
indication that the marriage ended in divorce (such as the absence of an end date) then it was assumed that
the marriage was intact at Round 1 of the survey. The union within which the child was born was
determined by whether or not the youth’s birth date fell within a particular marriage using the start date and
end date of a marriage.
A different strategy was employed to capture youth whose parents divorced after Round 1. In Rounds 6,
11, and 13 the youth was asked whether their biological parents had divorced within the previous five years.
Because this question was not asked at Round 15, it is important to note that missing from this group is
youth whose parents divorced in the previous two years. However, this is likely to be a very small group
because the majority of parental divorces happen before the child reaches age 25 (Fraley & Heffernan,
2013). Information from the parent Round 1 questionnaire and youth questionnaires were combined to
create a dichotomous variable in which the youth's parents are divorced or are married.
Parental Educational Expectations. Parental educational expectations were reported at Round 1 for
children age 15 to 18. Parents were asked, “What is the percent chance that [youth] will have a four-year
college degree by the time [he/she] turns 30?” Responses ranged from 0% chance to 100% chance. Parental
educational expectations were measured in two ways. First, when parental educational expectations served
as a dependent variable in models, the measure remained a continuous variable from 0% to 100%. Second,
when parental educational served as an independent variable a dichotomous variable was used, coded as
"low" (0 to 70%) and "high" (71 to 100%).

Demographic Characteristics
Parental educational background (maternal and paternal) are based on an NLSY constructed variable based
on the highest grade completed by respondent’s biological mother and biological father at Round 1.
Responses ranged from first grade (1) to eighth year of college or more (20). Based on this information,
parental educational background was recoded as (a) high school or less, (b) some college, (c) four-year
college degree, and (d) greater than a four-year degree. A set of dummy variables was created for education
for both mothers and fathers, (a) high school or less, (b) some college, (c) bachelor's/four-year degree, (d)
with greater than a bachelor's/four-year degree. Parental household income for the most recent year was
reported by the child's parent at Round 1. The NLSY97 defined income as gross wage/salary for
respondent, along with data on other income sources (rental property, small business investments,
inheritance, child support, annuities, etc.). Respondents who do not provide exact dollar answers were asked
to select the applicable category from a predefined list of ranges. Based on this information, we created
variables based on income quartiles: (a) low [less than or equal to $23,100], (b) medium [less than or equal
to $51,400], and (c) high [less than or equal to $246,500]. Gender of youth was self-reported at Round 1
coded as (a) male and (b) female. Race/ethnicity of youth is a self-reported four-category measure coded as
(a) white (Non-Black/Non-Hispanic), (b) black/African American, (c) Hispanic, and (d) other (NonHispanic).

Analytic Strategy
First, we present descriptive statistics pertaining to the two analytic samples used in the analysis.
Second, we conducted a bivariate analysis to assess statistically significant relationship between parental
divorce, parental educational expectations, and youth educational attainment. Third, we assessed these
relationships in a multivariate context using logistic regression, an appropriate technique for categorical
dependent variables, controlling for the sociodemographic variables described above (DeMaris, 2005).

In our multivariate analysis, we first tested whether adult children with divorced parents had lower
educational attainment compared children with two continuously married biological parents (Hypothesis 1).
This hypothesis was tested in three separate models. First, based on the full sample of youth ages 12 to 18 at
Round 1 (Sample 1), we regressed youth’s educational attainment on parental divorce using the three
variations of dependent variable measurements. The next set of analyses was based on youth age 15 to 18 at
Round 1 (Sample 2). We examined whether parental educational expectations were lower for children with
divorced parents compared to children with continuously married parents (Hypothesis 2). We then tested
whether parental educational expectations were positively related to children’s educational attainment
(Hypothesis 3). Finally, we examined whether parental educational expectations mediated the relationship
between parental divorce and educational attainment (Hypothesis 4). To determine whether parental
educational expectations had a mediating effect, we compared the coefficient for parental divorce in models
with and without educational expectations. A statistically significant reduction in the size of the coefficient
between models would indicate that parental educational expectations either partially or fully explain the
relationship between parental divorce and children’s educational attainment.
RESULTS
Description of the Sample
Table 1 presents the distribution of the variables used in the analysis for the total sample of youth age
12 to 18 at the first round (Sample 1) and the corresponding sample of youth age 15 to 18 (Sample 2),
weighted to reflect the national population. Seventeen percent of youth had either attained a
graduate/professional degree or reported ever having enrolled in a graduate/professional program. Ten
percent the youth had obtained a graduate/professional degree, and 41% had attained a bachelor’s degree or
higher. The educational expectations of the parent were limited to youth who were 15 to 18 years old at the
time of Round 1 (Sample 2). Approximately 66% of parents had "high" expectations (71 – 100% chance)
that their child would obtain a college degree by the time they turned 30, compared to 33% of parents who

had "low" expectations (0 – 70% chance) of their children obtaining a college degree. The demographic
profile of the older sample of youth was very similar to that of the total sample.
Of the full sample of youth, 36% reported having divorced parents. About three-fourths of this sample
was of White, approximately 12% of youth were Hispanic, 8% were Black, and 1% were of some other
race. This sample was 51% male and 49% female. The majority of their mothers had at least some college,
with one in three having a bachelor's degree or higher. Mothers had slightly higher educational attainment
than fathers. In terms of household income, 14% of households were in the lowest third of respondents,
44% of the households were in the middle third, and 42% of the households were in the highest third.

Bivariate Results
Table 2 compares the educational attainment of youth with divorced and non-divorced parents. First, a
significantly lower percentage of youth (27%) with divorced parents had a bachelor’s degree or higher than
youth with continuously married parents (50%). Similarly, a significant lower proportion of youth with
divorced parents attained a graduate/professional degree or was currently or ever enrolled in a
graduate/professional program than continuously married parents (12% compared to 20%). Nearly twice as
many youth with continuously married parents obtained a graduate degree (12%) than youth with divorced
parents (7%). There were differences in the racial and ethnic profile of youth with divorced parents versus
continuously married parents. A higher percentage of youth with divorced parents were black and a higher
percentage of youth with continuously married parents were Hispanic. Youth with continuously married
parents were more educated than children with divorced parents. A third of children with continuously
married parents had a mother with bachelor's degree or higher compared to only 23% of children with
divorced parents. The difference was even greater for fathers. Among children with continuously married
parents, 35% of fathers had at least a bachelor's degree compared to 16% of children with divorced parents.
Results regarding parental educational expectations was limited to older children (Table 3). The percentage
of parents with low (0 – 70%) expectations that their child would obtain a bachelor's degree by age 30 was

about 40% for children with divorced parents compared to about 30% of continuously married parents. The
sociodemographic characteristics of the sample of older youth was similar to that of the total sample.
Table 2 and Table 3 about here
Multivariate Results
We tested whether adult children with divorced parents had lower educational attainment than children
with two continuously married parents net of controls (Table 4). Three variations of the dependent variable
were used: (a) has bachelor's degree or higher, (b has a graduate/professional degree or has enrolled in a
graduate/professional program, (c) has a graduate/professional degree. Results showed there is a significant
negative relationship between parental divorce ever and youth’s educational attainment (all three measures),
controlling for the gender and race of the youth and parents' education and income. The greatest gap in
educational attainment between children with divorced versus continuously married parents was the odds of
obtaining a bachelor's degree or greater, which were 44% lower (β = -.579; p < .001). The odds of adult
children with divorced parents obtaining a graduate/professional degree or ever having enrolled in a
graduate/professional program were 20% lower (β = -.216; p < .01) than those of adult children with
continuously married parents. The disparity was greater for obtaining a graduate/professional degree, which
were at 29% lower (β = -.340; p < .01) for children with divorce parents. Hypothesis 1 was therefore
supported. Regarding the sociodemographic variables in the model, educational attainment was
significantly greater among women, whites (compared to Hispanics; not blacks or other race), youth with
mothers and fathers with more education, and youth who were from families with higher incomes.
Table 4 about here
We ran two sets of supplemental analysis regarding the effect of divorce (results not shown). We first
tested the relationship between parental divorce and educational attainment held when the sample was
limited to older children age 15 to 18. We found that whereas parental divorce was associated with 47 lower

odds of attaining a bachelor's degree or higher (β = -.340; p < .001), parental divorce was not associated
with post-baccalaureate educational attainment. Similarly, we examined whether the age of the child at the
time of the divorce was associated with their educational attainment. We regressed youth’s educational
attainment (all three measures) on parental divorces that occurred prior to Round 1 (child was between the
age of 12 and 18) versus parental divorces that occurred after Round 1 (child was over age 18). Results
showed that the age of the child at the time of the divorce was negatively related to youth obtaining a
bachelor’s degree and higher but was not related to the odds of their obtaining a graduate/professional
degree or enrollment. Specifically, the odds of youth obtaining bachelor’s degree were 35% lower for
children whose parents divorced pre-Round 1.
We next examined the association between parental divorce and parental educational expectations
(Hypothesis 2). We did not find support for the hypothesis that divorced parents have lower educational
expectations for their children than continuously married parents (results not shown). Although in the right
direction, parental educational expectations were not significant lower for children with divorced parents.
Hypothesis 3 stated that parental educational expectations would be positively related to children’s postbaccalaureate educational attainment. We found a significant positive relationship between parental
educational expectations and youth’s educational attainment (all three measures). The odds of youth with
high parental educational expectations obtaining a graduate/professional degree or having ever enrolled in a
graduate/professional program were nearly 7 times higher than youth whose parents had low educational
expectations (β = 1.918; p < .001). The difference between youth with divorced versus non-divorced youth
was nearly 5 times greater for obtaining a graduate degree (β = 1.517; p < .001) and were nearly 7 times
higher for obtaining a bachelor’s degree or more (β = 1.929; p < .001).
The last set of models tested Hypothesis 4 that parental educational expectations would mediate the
relationship between parental divorce and post-baccalaureate educational attainment (results not shown).
This hypothesis was not supported. The coefficient for parental divorce was not statistically different across

models. The negative relationship between parental educational expectations and educational attainment
remained statistically significant controlling for parental divorce.
Table 5 about here
DISCUSSION
There are currently an estimated 75 million adults between the ages of 18 and 34 in the United States.
Referred to as the Millennial Generation, the number of men and women in this group has surpassed the
Baby Boomers which was until recently was the largest generation in U.S. history (Fry, 2016). For
Millennials, holding an advanced degree has become increasingly important determinant of economic
success. Although research has consistently shown that parental divorce has a negative effect on children’s
educational outcomes, few studies have examined how parental divorce affects the outcomes of adult
children of divorce, and specifically post-baccalaureate educational attainment. A principle contribution of
this study was the inclusion of multiple measures of educational attainment, as well as the examining the
role of parental educational expectations with respect to this relationship. We argued that children with
divorced parents have less social capital on which to draw which may negatively affect their educational
success.
Indeed, we found support for our hypothesis that young adults with divorced parents have lower
educational attainment than young adults with continuously married parents, both in terms of obtaining an
undergraduate degree and a graduate/professional degree. This relationship held even when accounting for
lower human capital (parental education and income) among children with divorced parents as well as the
gender and race/ethnicity of the youth. The disparity was greater at the bachelor’s degree level than that of a
post-baccalaureate degree. Our analysis also revealed that children who were children (under age 18) at the
time of their parents’ divorce had lower odds of obtaining a bachelor’s degree than did children who were
18 and older, indicating that parental divorce during childhood, as opposed to adulthood, has a greater
negative effect on later educational outcomes. Although parental educational expectations were strongly

related to educational attainment, we found that parental educational outcomes were similar for divorced
versus non-divorced parents.
This study has several important limitations. One is the sole focus on parental divorce, which excludes
other nontraditional family structures (single motherhood, cohabitation, same-sex couples, etc.). This is
problematic because given substantial growth in these family forms (Dorius, 2015). However, since
research on the effect of family structure on children’s post-baccalaureate educational attainment is
relatively new, and the specific effect of parental divorce is not fully understood, the present study is
important in establishing a baseline that can be drawn upon for future research. Another limitation of this
study was that parental educational expectations were only assessed for older youth (age 15 to 18).
Therefore, it is unknown whether results would apply to broader age range of children. Moreover, parents
were asked about their children’s odds of obtaining a bachelor’s degree only as opposed to a graduate
degree. It’s possible that divorced parents have lower expectations of their child obtaining an advanced
degree than continuously married parents.
The necessity for a college degree, especially a graduate degree is increasing. The costs associated of
earning a college or graduate degree have also increased significantly in the last decade. Students are able to
apply for federal aid assistance through the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) program,
established by the Higher Education Act of 1965 under Title IV (United States Department of Education,
2014). FAFSA rules depend on the student’s family structure history. If a student’s parents are divorced,
the custodial parent is responsible for filling out the FAFSA and the income of the non-custodial parent is
not considered (FinAid, 2014). Even with federal financial assistance, the costs of higher education are a
barrier for children of parental divorce. States are divided on whether courts can order child support after
the child reaches age 18 to cover college costs. Some states do not require a noncustodial parent to pay for
child support after age 18 while others do (United States Department of Justice, 2014). However, even
controlling for income, children with divorced parents are less likely to pursue and attain four-year and
advanced degrees.

Future research should examine how family structure affects children’s educational attainment into
adulthood. It is important to continue to investigate the long-term effects of family instability on the
educational success Millennials and subsequent generations of young adults.
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Table 1. Description of the Samplea

Variables
Educational attainment
Bachelor’s degree and higher
Graduate/professional degree (ever or currently enrolled)
Graduate/professional degree (not enrolled)
Parental educational expectationsc
Low (0 – 70%)
High (71 – 100%)
Parents are divorced
Yes
No
Gender of youth
Male
Female
Race/ethnicity of youth
White
Black
Hispanic
Other
Mother’s education
High School or less
Some college
Bachelor’s degree
Graduate/professional degree
Father’s education
High School or Less
Some College
Bachelor’s degree
Graduate/professional degree
Household Income
Low (≤ $23,100)
Medium (≤ $51,400)
High (≤ $246,500)
a

Weighted to reflect the national population.

b

Limited to youth ages 15 to 18 at Round 1.

c

Chances that child will earn a college degree by age 30 (in percent).

Sample 1
(N=4,855)
Percent
SD

Sample 2b
(N=1,853)
Percent
SD

41.4
16.9
10.1

0.68
0.92
1.15

42.8
18.5
11.9

0.64
0.84
1.00

-

-

33.4
66.6

3.69
0.64

36.0
64.0

0.71
0.69

39.0
61.0

0.66
0.64

51.3
48.7

0.66
0.70

50.2
49.8

0.62
0.66

79.5
7.9
11.8
0.8

0.64
1.82
1.42
3.74

80.6
7.2
11.2
0.9

0.62
1.76
1.33
3.38

46.3
25.5
17.0
11.2

0.70
0.80
0.93
1.11

46.8
25.2
17.4
10.6

0.66
0.75
0.86
1.06

52.6
19.1
14.7
13.6

0.69
0.89
0.99
1.01

52.7
19.8
14.8
12.7

0.66
0.83
0.92
0.97

13.9
44.3
41.8

1.11
0.69
0.68

13.7
44.6
41.7

1.04
0.66
0.63

Table 2. Bivariate Relationship between Parental Divorce and Youth’s Educational Attainment (N=4,855)a
Parents Ever Divorced Parents Continously Married
(N=1,748)
(N=3,017)
Variables
Percent
Percent
Educational attainment
Bachelor’s degree and higher
26.9
49.6
Graduate/professional degree (ever or currently enrolled)
12.2
19.6
Graduate/professional degree (not enrolled)
6.6
12.0
Gender of youth
Male
52.6
53.6
Female
47.4
46.4
Race/ethnicity of youth
White
79.2
79.6
Black
10.3
6.5
Hispanic
9.8
13.0
Other
0.7
0.9
Mother’s education
High School or less
47.6
45.6
Some college
29.6
23.2
Bachelor’s degree
14.1
18.6
Graduate/professional degree
8.7
12.6
Father’s education
High School or Less
65.8
45.1
Some College
17.9
19.8
Bachelor’s degree
8.3
18.3
Graduate/professional degree
8.0
16.8
Household Income
Low (≤ $23,100)
24.0
8.2
Medium (≤ $51,400)
47.0
42.9
High (≤ $246,500)
29.0
48.9
a

Weighted to reflect the national population.

Chi-square

p-value

144.1
25.9
21.9

<.001
<.001
<.001

10.4

<.001

18.0

<.001

29.2

<.001

141.6

<.001

196.2

<.001

Table 3. Bivariate Relationship Between Parental Divorce, Parental Educational Expectations, and Youth’s Educational Attainment (N=1,853)a,b
Parents Ever Divorced
Parents Continously Married
(N=1,748)
(N=3,017)
Variables
Percent
Percent
Chi-square
p-value
Educational attainment
Bachelor’s degree and higher
27.6
52.6
62.6
<.001
Graduate/professional degree (ever or currently enrolled)
8.7
<.05
14.1
21.4
14.0
6.8
<.05
8.6
Graduate/professional degree (not enrolled)
Parental educational expectationsc
Low (0 – 70%)
High (71 – 100%)
Gender of youth
Male
Female
Race/ethnicity of youth
White
Black
Hispanic
Other
Mother’s education
High School or less
Some college
Bachelor’s degree
Graduate/professional degree
Father’s education
High School or Less
Some College
Bachelor’s degree
Graduate/professional degree
Household Income
Low (≤ $23,100)
Medium (≤ $51,400)
High (≤ $246,500)
a

Weighted to reflect the national population.

b
c

Limited to youth age 15 to 18 at Round 1.

Chances that child will earn a college degree by age 30.

38.9
61.1

29.8
70.2

9.3

<.05

46.7
53.3

52.5
47.5

3.4

n.s.

82.2
8.9
8.3
0.6

79.6
6.1
13.1
1.2

8.8

<.05

48.7
27.2
14.7
9.4

45.6
24.0
19.0
11.4

5.0

n.s.

65.4
19.2
7.5
7.9

44.6
20.1
19.6
15.7

56.6

<.001

22.7
47.2
30.1

7.9
42.9
49.2

65.1

<.001

Table 4. Relationship Between Parental Divorce and Youth's Educational Attainment (N = 4,855)
Bachelor's degree
Graduate/professional degree
Graduate/professional degree
or Higher
(ever/currently enrolled)
(not enrolled)
Variables
β
SE
β
SE
β
Intercept
1.054***
0.137
-0.579***
0.140
-1.336***
Parents ever divorced
-0.579***
0.079
-0.216**
0.107
-0.340**
Gender of youth
Female
0.585***
0.094
0.559***
0.118
0.680***
Race/Ethnicity of youth
Black
0.188
0.138
0.032
0.179
-0.106
Hispanic
-0.306*
0.156
-0.485*
0.216
-0.419***
Other
-0.635
0.647
-1.195
1.058
-0.116
Mother’s education
High school or less
-1.375***
0.161
-1.382***
0.209
-1.280***
Some college
-0.887***
0.148
-0.724***
0.181
-0.781***
Bachelor’s degree
-0.466***
0.145
-0.299
0.17
-0.168
Father’s education
High school or less
-0.938***
0.152
-0.777***
0.188
-1.185***
Some college
-0.576***
0.153
-0.449*
0.187
-0.684***
Bachelor’s degree
-0.144
0.145
-0.166
0.172
-0.269*
Household income
Low (≤ $23,100)
-0.868***
0.212
-0.888***
0.295
-0.908***
Medium (≤ $51,400)
-0.127
0.104
-0.118
0.13
-0.321***
a

Unweighted results.
Notes: Reference categories are "male," "white," "graduate degree" (mother/father), and "high" income (≤ $246,500).
*p-value <0.05; **p-value <0.01; ***p-value <0.001.

SE
0.171
0.140
0.071
0.108
0.104
0.42
0.134
0.133
0.141
0.123
0.128
0.134
0.131
0.077

Table 5. Relationship Between Parental Educational Expectations and Youth’s Educational Attainment (1,853)
Bachelor's degree
Graduate/professional degree
Graduate/professional degree
or Higher
(ever/currently enrolled)
(not enrolled)
Variables
β
SE
β
SE
β
Intercept
-0.662***
0.275
-2.162***
0.368
-2.353***
Parents expectations
High
1.927***
0.163
1.918***
0.284
1.517***
Gender of youth
Female
0.338
0.118
0.361*
0.151
0.348
Race/Ethnicity of youth
Black
0.01
0.167
0.112
0.207
-0.23
Hispanic
-0.654***
0.179
-0.598*
0.261
-0.705*
Other
-0.386
0.798
-0.506
0.975
-12.523***
Mother’s education
High school or less
-1.071***
0.222
-1.442***
0.254
-1.563***
Some college
-0.809***
0.227
-1.026***
0.246
-1.037***
Bachelor’s degree
-0.305
0.238
-0.472*
0.24
-0.610*
Father’s education
High school or less
-0.935***
0.206
-0.548*
0.239
-0.318
Some college
-0.485*
0.213
-0.458
0.245
-0.251
Bachelor’s degree
0.024
0.225
-0.211
0.239
-0.259
Household income
Low
-0.647
0.213
-0.342
0.3
-0.709
Medium
-0.361
0.127
-0.061
0.163
-0.092
a

SE
0.428
0.328
0.184
0.271
0.336
0.415
0.297
0.282
0.269
0.282
0.286
0.281
0.492
0.912

Unweighted results.
Notes: Reference categories are "chances child will earn a bachelor's degree by age 30," "male," "white," "graduate degree" (mother/father), and "high" income (≤ $246,50
*p-value <0.05; **p-value <0.01; ***p-value <0.001.

