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ABSTRACT
There is no empirical research on the school performance of children
who live separated from their parents in sub-Saharan Africa—a major
migrant sending region in the world. This study uses survey data from
junior and secondary school children and youths in Ghana (N = 2760),
Angola (N = 2243) and Nigeria (N = 2168) to examine how different
transnational family formations such as internal or international
parental absence accompanied by migration or divorce, who is the
migrant parent and who is the caregiver, the stability of the
caregiving arrangement and remittances relate with the school
performance of children who stay behind. School performance is
measured through an index of grades in language, mathematics
and science. The results show that international parental migration
(Ghana), the internal parental migration accompanied by divorce/
separation (Nigeria) and migration of both parents (Ghana and
Nigeria) are likely predictors for decreased school performance. No
effects are observed when parents are abroad and divorced/
separated, when only one parent migrates, when children are in a
stable care arrangement or when children receive remittances or
not. The analyses show that the overall relationship between
parental absence and education varies by the transnational
dimension being analysed and by context.
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Introduction

Migration from the Global South regularly entails leaving children in the home country,
hence creating a network of transnational families. When parents migrate, they are often
motivated by a desire to provide better educational opportunities for children who stay
behind. Remittances sent back by migrant parents may be used to paying school fees,
books and other school necessities, thus enabling children to enhance their education.
Yet, under certain circumstances, parental migration may affect children emotionally
(Mazzucato, Cebotari et al. 2015) and potentially disrupt their performance in school.

Indeed, the transnational family literature on children’s education finds contrasting evi-
dence. Battistella and Conaco (1998) study the effects of parental migration on educational
performance of children and conclude that migration negatively impacts the schooling of
children in transnational care. The effects are greater for children separated from their
mothers or from their primary caregivers. Similar results are found by other scholars,
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mainly targeting Latin American and Asian countries (Cortes 2015; Hu 2012; Kandel and
Kao 2001; McKenzie and Rapoport 2011).

At the same time, studies note the positive effects of migration on children’s education.
Rapoport and Docquier (2006) find that parental migration increases the likelihood of
caregivers and children receiving additional funds for the household’s needs. If remit-
tances target the younger members of the family, they can be invested in better schools,
educational material and support. Research in Mexico shows that parental migration
and remittances are positively associated with increased educational performance of chil-
dren in transnational care (Kandel and Kao 2001; McKenzie and Rapoport 2007).

The contrasting evidence in the literature points to a more complex range of conse-
quences of parental absence for children in transnational families. Because studies are gen-
erally small in scale and rarely consider the variety of transnational family forms, it is
difficult to discern whether and how the diversity of transnational family life drives the
schooling outcomes of children in transnational care. This study aims to fill this gap
and make a more nuanced contribution to the analysis of school performance of children
by engaging in two areas of research. Firstly, we investigate the relationship between differ-
ent types of parental absence and the educational performance of children who stay
behind in Ghana, Nigeria and Angola. Within this setting, we distinguish between the
status of parental migration, whether internal or international, and the marital condition
of the migrant parent. There is limited empirical research that looks at parental migration
and the school performance of children in families affected by marital problems. We con-
tribute to the literature by considering transnational family life in the context of marrital
dissolution when measuring children’s education.

Secondly, we investigate the relationships between different transnational child-raising
arrangements and the school performance of children who stay at origin. The literature
assesses educational performance mostly by looking at who the migrant parent is and
whether migrant parents send remittances while lacking empirical data on other charac-
teristics of children’s transnational life such as who the caregiver of the child is when
parents migrate or whether children live in stable caregiving arrangements following par-
ental departure. By analysing these characteristics, we account for the complexity of
migration in Africa and add precision to the analysis of transnational families. So far,
most of the research on educational outcomes is conducted in Latin America—especially
Mexico, and in a number of Asian countries. To date, there is no systematic empirical
research on the educational performance of children in transnational families in Africa.

This study uses survey data collected in 2010–2011 among junior and senior high
school children and youths between the ages of 11 and 21. We refer to our sample popu-
lation as children to emphasise the type of relationship they have with the migrant parent.
The harmonised data collected in Ghana, Nigeria and Angola allow us to compare three
different contexts in Africa. The inclusion of these three countries was motivated by the
need for variation in a region characterised by diversity. The comparative angle permits
us to observe if the findings pertain to a specific situation in a country or can be generalised
to a wider regional context.

This study includes one objective measure of indexed grades for quantifying edu-
cational performance. Apart from transnational characteristics, we also focus on child
and parental factors, living conditions and school mediating mechanisms underlying
school performance.
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Background

Migration and education of children in transnational families

While there is a substantial interest in the outcomes of children in transnational families,
theoretical input remains underdeveloped. The existent scholarship shows that parent–
child separation impacts education, psychological health and the overall development of
children (Jordan and Graham 2012; Mazzucato, Cebotari et al. 2015; Wen and Lin
2012). The parent–child separation has traditionally been documented by considering
problematic family situations, such as divorce, abandonment and parental death
(Amato and Cheadle 2005). Not until recently have scholars started paying attention to
child–parent separation due to migration (Mazzucato and Schans 2011).

A large body of literature on migration and the education of children in transnational
families focuses on the role of remittances on various educational outcomes. Evidence
suggests that transnational households use cash from remittances to invest in children’s
schooling through a diversity of costs (UNDP 2009). In some Latin American countries,
international migration was found to boost educational expenditures, with positive effects
on children’s education (Edwards and Ureta 2003), especially for girls (Antman 2012).
Evidence from Philippines shows a similar pattern (Yang 2008), although recent work
found that children of migrant mothers tend to lag behind in schools when controls for
remittances were applied (Cortes 2015). Insofar, the positive effects of remittances on edu-
cation are visible when the former are used to invest in children or to mitigate the con-
straints of the child labour in the households (Brown and Poirine 2005). The literature
also advances the concept of ‘social remittances’ of knowledge and practice (Levitt
1998), which may improve children’s education, except when children see migration as
a more viable route for economic success than schooling (Kandel and Kao 2001).

Research shows that international parental migration positively affects children’s
grades in school and their educational attainment and aspirations (Kandel and Kao
2001). Using language scores as educational outcomes, Clemens and Tiongson (2013)
found that parental migration has a positive impact on children attending private
schools and receiving more academic awards. Results on children living in rural China
show that migration generates benefits for children and increases the rate of school com-
pletion, particularly for girls (Lu 2012). Evidence also shows that paternal migration at an
early stage of children’s lives results in better educational attainment compared to when
migration occurs later in children’s lives (Antman 2012; McKenzie and Rapoport 2007).
In contrast, other studies found negative consequences of parental migration on children’s
schooling. Using historical migration rates, McKenzie and Rapoport (2011) found evi-
dence of lower educational aspirations of Mexican children when parents migrate, as
they intended to follow their parents’ example and migrate abroad. In China, Hu
(2012) shows that parental migration negatively affects children’s school attendance,
especially of girls. At the same time, there is research that found neutral effects of
migration on children’s schooling. In three South-East Asian countries, Jordan and
Graham (2012) found no evidence of a direct parental migration effect on children’s
school enjoyment and performance.

The main implication of parental migration is that children do not live with one or both
parents on a daily basis. However, this situation is not specific to transnational families.
Because of problematic family circumstances, children with divorced or separated
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parents may also live apart for extended periods of time. Few scholars were able to
compare the education of children in transnational care with those in problematic
family situations. Comparing separation due to divorce and separation due to migration,
Nobles (2011) concluded that ties of Mexican children with migrant fathers are positively
correlated with years of completed schooling and with aspirations to attend college. In the
same country context, Creighton, Park, and Teruel (2009) found that school dropout rates
are higher among children whose fathers either migrated or divorced.

The present research

The current study asks ‘What is the overall relationship between parental absence and the
school performance of children who stay behind in Ghana, Nigeria and Angola; and how
do different transnational child-raising arrangements in the country of origin relate to the
school performance of children in transnational care?’ The gap in theoretical understand-
ing of the educational experiences of children in various transnational and non-transna-
tional settings leads us to rely initially on emerging models of educational performance, in
particular starting with and extending the models developed by Cortes (2015), and
McKenzie and Rapoport (2011). These scholars assume that educational performance
of children is mainly the outcome of two inputs: economic and parental resources. The
economic input refers, among others, to remittances and any form of resources needed
to pay for a child’s schooling, school supplies, or to mitigate the need of a working
child at home. The parental input denotes the amount and the quality of time parents
devote to their children, providing the needed emotional support and giving the overall
guidance during the schooling period. However, the effect of having parents away due
to migration is likely to affect both the parental and economic inputs into the education
of children in transnational care. Therefore, the need to account for specifics in transna-
tional family forms seems central to understanding the educational performance of chil-
dren who stay behind.

There is limited empirical evidence that compares the effects of national and inter-
national migration on educational outcomes of children in the same country context.
International migration implies large distances with limited direct interactions between
the parent and the child. The literature suggests that parental input is more effective
when the distance is shorter and there are fewer administrative barriers for children to
meet their migrant parents (Cortes 2015). However, the availability of modern communi-
cation technologies may mitigate the effects of distance on child–parent interactions
(Schmalzbauer 2004). Recent studies emphasise the positive effects of efficient long-dis-
tance communication channels on the well-being of children who stay behind (Wen
and Lin 2012). In this study, we also consider international or internal migration that
may occur under conditions of divorce or separation of parents in which case children
and parents experience both separation from each other but also a certain degree of
emotional stress. The context of separation because of marriage termination has an
increased potential to negatively affect children in finishing school and their educational
aspirations (Nobles 2011).

To take into account the complexity behind parental absence, we distinguish between
the locations of the migrant parent, i.e. away internally or internationally, and whether
parents are together or separated/divorced. Additionally, we distinguish three different
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transnational family configurations: who the migrant parent is, i.e. children with a migrant
mother and living with the father, with a migrant father and living with the mother, with
both parents away; the stability of the caregiving arrangements, i.e. the child never
changed caregiver or changed it often; and whether the child receives remittances from
the migrant parent. Throughout the analysis, we compare children in transnational
families with children living in non-migrant households.

Who the migrant parent is, is found by the transnational migration literature to impact
the well-being of children who stay behind. Particularly the absence of a mother is largely
linked with negative outcomes for children. Notably, however, most studies looking into
parental migration do not distinguish between who the caregiver of the child is when one
parent is absent. In general, which parent is absent, whether the mother or the father
should matter less as long as the parent who stays behind fulfills the parental needs of a
child. In the African countries of our study it is often that children with a migrant
father are cared for by mothers while children with migrant mothers are mostly under
the care of a kin relation, usually grandparents, aunts, uncles or older siblings, who
often have families of their own and feel the burden of raising additional children
(Mazzucato, Cebotari et al. 2015; Mazzucato and Cebotari 2016). Yet, some studies
point to the normative practice of extended family living arrangements that mitigate
the transitions for children when parents migrate (Jordan and Graham 2012; Mazzucato,
Cebotari et al. 2015; Mazzucato and Cebotari 2016). The effective family norms of child
fostering that are prevalent in Africa may provide a buffer from the potential negative
effects coming with parental absence on children who stay behind. Furthermore, recent
studies on the role of African men in transnational parenting practices, find that fathers
are increasingly engaged in the raising of their children, especially when the marital
relationship is intact (Carling and Tønnessen 2013; Mazzucato and Cebotari 2016;
Poeze 2016).

The role of the caregiver in the life of children who stay behind is conceptually impor-
tant and needs further investigation. When parents migrate and children stay with a care-
giver, they usually need to adapt to new care arrangements, form new attachments and
accept new authority figures (Schmalzbauer 2004; Smith, Lalonde and Johnson 2004).
The stability of the caregiving arrangements is a feature that is not present in the
migration-focused research but it is covered in family studies linked to divorce and sep-
aration (Mazzucato and Schans 2011). Commonly, the literature finds negative effects
of parental care disruptions due to divorce on children’s years of education (Amato and
Cheadle 2005). However, these estimates are not directly comparable with the context
of this study since parental absence due to migration is likely to differ from parental
absence which is accompanied by divorce or separation. Research shows that parental
migration and parental divorce produce distinct experiences for children and that chil-
dren’s school aspirations are better when separation is due to migration rather than
divorce (Nobles 2011).

Educational performance of children is also sensitive to remittances. Conditional on the
earning potential of people who migrate, it was found that African migrants abroad earn
and remit more than continental or internal migrants (Mazzucato, Boom and Nsowah-
Nuamah 2008). At the same time, studies based on Filipino migrants have found that
migrant mothers send, on average, lower remittances and earn less than migrant fathers
when working abroad (Cortes 2015). The parental distinction of remitting however
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should matter less because, ceteris paribus, migrant households have more income poten-
tial than non-migrant households, hence positively affecting the overall economic input of
children of migrants. Studies show that Mexican and Salvadorian children in transnational
families who receive remittances from their parents have better grades and are less likely to
leave school (Edwards and Ureta 2003; Kandel and Kao 2001; McKenzie and Rapoport
2007). At the same time, scholars found that school performance of Filipina children suf-
fered because remittances could not always compensate for parental absence, especially
that of mothers (Cortes 2015). Nevertheless, as long as remittances relax the liquidity con-
straints of households and channel the cash towards children, than, in theory, it should
positively affect children’s school performance.

The context of Ghana, Nigeria and Angola

Ghana, Nigeria and Angola have a long history of migration. People moved internally and
across other sub-Saharan countries for the purpose of nomadic livestock keeping, trade
and commerce. Cultural and ethnic ties were also important factors dictating migration
with neighbouring countries in the region. During British colonial rule, a limited
number of Ghanaian and Nigerian students and professionals migrated abroad, especially
to the UK. After the independence of Ghana in 1957 and of Nigeria in 1960 and especially
during the economic downturn in the late 1970s caused by rising oil prices, both countries
experienced economic difficulties that triggered a period of heighted out-migration which
continues today. The main Western destinations for Ghanaian and Nigerian migrants are
the USA, the UK, Germany, Italy and the Netherlands (Adepoju 2004). Traditionally, men
migrate more than women, although the share of migrant women has increased in recent
decades, leading to a feminisation of migration in both countries (Pillinger 2007).

Angola became a Portuguese colony in the sixteenth century, and gained its indepen-
dence from Portugal in 1975. Immediately after that, Angola was ravaged by three decades
of civil war (1975–2002). During the conflict, many Angolans migrated from rural to
urban areas (urban safety) within the country. Also, many Angolans experienced intra-
regional and international refugee displacement. A more limited number of Angolans
have also migrated abroad as professional labour. The main countries of destination for
Angolans were Portugal, Zambia, Namibia, France, Germany, the UK, the Republic of
Congo, the Netherlands, Brazil and the USA (Almeida 2010). After the war, Angola
experienced peace and economic progress, with many Angolans returning, resettling
and reintegrating in Angolan society (IOM 2010).

Family norms in Ghana, Nigeria and Angola are characterised by notions of social par-
enthood and child fostering, where it is considered appropriate for parents, whether they
are migrants or not, to leave their children in the care of people other than the biological
parents (Goody 1982). Such norms have facilitated the migration of parents across and
beyond the African continent. In all three countries a large proportion of children
living without one or both of their biological parents attests to the widespread practice
of child fostering. Demographic data show that a significant proportion of Ghanaian
and Nigerian children living in urban areas, excluding orphans, and aged 0–14, do not
live with either mother (Ghana, 4.3%; Nigeria, 5%), father (Ghana, 22.3%; Nigeria,
8.7%) or both (Ghana, 15.2%; Nigeria, 7.8%) (GDHS 2008; NDHS 2008). In Angola,
14% of children in urban areas, who are under the age of 15, do not live with at least
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one biological parent (INE 2010). Yet, in Angola, additionally, many children are orphans
due to the war (UNHCR 2014).

Method

The data and sample

This study is part of a large-scale project measuring the effects of transnational child-
raising arrangements on life-chances of children, migrant parents and caregivers
between Africa and Europe. The analysis for this paper is based on a cross-sectional
survey collected among junior and secondary school children in Ghana (N = 2760),
Nigeria (N = 2168) and Angola (N = 2243). The data were collected in 2010–2011. In
each country the survey was conducted in urban areas with high out-migration profiles.
A stratified sampling procedure was employed to randomly select schools in each location.
The selection ensured that there are equal numbers of public and private, and high- and
low-quality schools. The classification of schools is established by the education offices in
each country. In total, 22 schools in Ghana, 27 schools in Angola and 25 schools in Nigeria
were surveyed. In each school, a class was randomly selected from each of the three grades.
Subsequently, an additional random but purposive sample of children with migrant
parents was selected in each school to ensure a sufficient number of children in transna-
tional families. The overall samples are not representative at the national level but proto-
cols were established to allow future replication.

The survey questionnaire contains over 190 indicators measuring socio-economic
characteristics, parental migration status and children’s education, health and emotional
well-being. The questionnaire was administered as a self-reporting tool with students
filling the data themselves under the guidance and the supervision of the surveying
team. The same version of the questionnaire and the same surveying procedure were
applied in all three countries. The sample comprises children and youths aged 11–21
living in both migrant and non-migrant families, where the parental migration status
did not changed for a period of at least three months at a time when the survey took
place. The age range reflects the distribution of age of students in the surveyed classrooms.
In the analysis, the migration status of the parent is considered that of international
migration except for the indicator location of the migrant parent (see below) where
children with parents away internally were also included in the sample. Children with
at least one parent deceased and no parent who migrated (Ghana N = 183; Angola N = 239;
Nigeria N = 89), those whose parents are married but live in different locations in the
same town (Ghana N = 24; Angola N = 48; Nigeria N = 12) and those who did not know
where their parents were at the time of the survey (Ghana N = 50; Angola N = 46;
Nigeria N = 32) were omitted from the analysis.

Analysis

Our data include child-level observations that are nested at the school level. To avoid vio-
lating the assumption of independent error terms, we analyse data in a multilevel manner.
Hence, we employ two-level mixed-effects linear models to examine the impact of parental
absence and of various transnational characteristics on children’s school performance. The
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intraclass correlation coefficients are used to check for design effects and assess the fit of
the school level dimension in models.

The analysis is conducted in two stages. The first step centres on the analysis of the
location of parents who are away—when children live in a transnational or a marriage dis-
rupted family with parents away internally or internationally. This stage of analysis used
hierarchical regression modelling (Table 3). Firstly, a basic model was built where child
characteristics (age, gender, number of siblings, younger siblings in the house and chil-
dren’s health status) were included. Secondly, indicators measuring the household charac-
teristics were added (education of mother and father, a family process measure and the
socio-economic status). The final model additionally controls for school mediating charac-
teristics (distance to school and hours doing homework).

The second step of the analysis incorporates three transnational characteristics—who is
the migrant parent and who is the caregiver, the stability of care arrangements and remit-
tances, to assess the various effects of parental migration on children’s school performance
(Table 4). To fully capture the effects of transnational migration on children’s school per-
formance, the models in the second stage of the analysis exclude children with parents
away and who are not in a marital relationship.

All measurements were tested for collinearity and none was detected: the variation
inflation factors (1–1.5) and the tolerance values (0.8–0.9) were average.

Measures

The main measurements in this analysis account for the parental location, which migrant
parent is absent and who is the caregiver, the stability of caregiving arrangements and
remittances. Table 2 displays the descriptive characteristics of these measurements in
relation to children’s school performance. Other independent factors include character-
istics of the child and parents, a family process measure, living conditions and school med-
iating indicators (Table 1).

The dependent variable is an indexed measure of children’s average grades in science,
language and mathematics. In the three African countries in focus in this study, these are
the main courses taught consistently in both junior and secondary schools. The language
scores in Ghana and Nigeria are those of English while in Angola are those of Portuguese.
The science scores in Angola are those of history. The index averaging grades range from 0
to 100 in Ghana and Nigeria and from 0 to 20 in Angola, with higher values pointing to
better school results. A similar way of assessing educational performance has been
employed by scholars in other country contexts. Specifically, Altschul (2012) measured
school performance of Mexican American pupils by averaging grades in four major sub-
jects: reading, math, science and history. Similarly, Kandel and Kao (2001) measured
school performance of Mexican children by considering the overall standardised grades
received by pupils in all subjects during the academic year. Averaging grades of the
main courses taught in schools has the advantage of producing a consolidated measure
that captures the school performance in its complexity.

The survey contains rich information regarding the transnational life of children. The
location of the migrant parent captures the dimension of parental absence—whether
parents are away internally or internationally due to migration, or are away internally
or internationally but are divorced/separated. We further use an indicator measuring

8 V. CEBOTARI AND V. MAZZUCATO

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
M

aa
st

ri
ch

t]
 a

t 0
4:

21
 2

2 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
15

 



which migrant parent is absent—migrant mother is away and the child lives with the
father, migrant father is away and the child lives with the mother, and both parents are
away. Another indicator accounts for the stability of the care arrangement—children
live with both parents and never changed caregiver, children live with both parents and

Table 1. Means/percentages of variables in the sample per country.
Ghana Nigeria Angola

Percentage/mean
(SD) N/n

Percentage/mean
(SD) N/n

Percentage/mean
(SD) N/n

Educational performance 67.6 (12.9) 2275 60.3 (16.7) 1567 12.3 (2.3) 2016
Location parent(s) and marital status 2420 2040 1905
Non-migrant parents 46.9 1135 64.8 1321 49.5 943
Parent(s) away internally:

together
15.5 375 11.7 238 14.1 269

Parent(s) away internationally:
together

15.9 385 11.8 241 5.7 109

Parents(s) away internally:
divorced/separated

15.3 371 9.2 187 22.4 427

Parents(s) away internationally:
divorced/separated

6.4 154 2.6 53 8.2 157

Who is the migrant parent and who
is the caregiver

1587 1563 1079

Living with both parents 74.3 1179 84.6 1323 88.8 958
Father abroad, mother caregiver 14.5 230 9.2 144 6.6 71
Mother abroad, father caregiver 3.0 48 2.1 32 1.5 16
Both parents away, other

caregiver
8.2 130 4.1 64 3.1 34

Stability of the care arrangement 1349 1496 922
Non-migrant parents: changed

never
58.0 783 69.4 1038 70.3 648

Non-migrant parents: changed
caregiver > 1

17.4 234 16.0 239 19.5 180

Parent away: never changed
caregiver

13.1 177 7.3 110 6.0 55

Parent away: changed caregiver
> 1

11.5 155 7.3 109 4.2 39

Receiving remittances 1323 1945 1672
Non-migrant parents 85.8 1135 70.8 1377 58.5 978
Parent away: yes remittances 11.4 151 21.0 408 21.3 356
Parent away: no remittances 2.8 37 8.2 160 20.2 338

Child age 2758 2162 2238
11–14 years 29.8 822 61.1 1322 30.6 686
15–17 years 49.6 1369 34.6 747 39.9 892
18–21 years 20.6 567 4.3 93 29.5 660

Child is girl 53.4 1474 55.2 1196 54.1 1213
The child is living with younger
siblings

57.3 1557 54.8 1173 78.0 1710

Number of siblings living with the
child

3.1 (2.4) 2760 2.9 (2.2) 2168 3.8 (2.8) 2243

Child is healthy 45.2 1212 60.8 1305 19.5 417
Mother’s education secondary or
more

42.5 1108 76.8 1613 36.4 763

Father’s education secondary or
more

60.6 1584 80.5 1688 50.2 1043

Good relationship with the parents/
caregiver

63.5 1602 63.6 1319 43.3 873

Living conditions are better 57.8 1574 63.6 1319 24.8 535
Number of people per rooms in the
house

1.6 (2.2) 2490 1.1 (1.0) 2074 1.6 (1.1) 1987

Time–distance from home to school 3.0 (1.7) 2710 3.0 (1.5) 2146 3.6 (1.4) 2144
Number of hours doing homework 2.8 (1.5) 2684 3.0 (1.6) 2141 2.2 (1.2) 2097

Notes: Standard deviations in parentheses.
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changed caregiver at least once, children have at least one parent abroad and never
changed caregiver, and children have at least one parent abroad and changed caregiver
at least once. Finally, a measure is employed to look if children in transnational families
receive remittances or not.

Five variables relating to characteristics of children were derived. Age was recorded as
full years and then recoded in three categories: younger children (11–14), adolescents (15–
17) and older children (18–21). Gender of the child was included where 1 denotes girls.
The total number of siblings and the presence of younger siblings living with the child
have been also considered. In the African countries in focus in this study, it is common
for children of different parents to live in the care of a caregiver. Therefore, the infor-
mation pertaining to siblings refers to biological brothers and sisters, as well as half broth-
ers and sisters, and those children in foster care who live under the same roof with the
surveyed child. Finally, a binary indicator of children’s health status was included in the
analysis. This indicator was created from responses to the question ‘On a scale from 1
[not good] to 5 [very good], how would you rate your own health?’ Children indicating
health values of four and five were assigned a good health. Previous research notes that
children reporting better health are more likely to have increased educational performance
(Kong and Meng 2010).

Parental characteristics, in particular maternal education, can impact the educational
performance of children (Altschul 2012; Hu 2012). We include binary indicators
measuring maternal and paternal education by comparing parents who have com-
pleted upper secondary or higher education with those with lower secondary education
or less.

We include one family process measure to account for the quality of the family func-
tioning (Jordan and Graham 2012). The questionnaire version of the question asks
‘Overall, how would you characterise your relationship with your mother/father/care-
giver?’ There are five response categories (always open/warm, often open/warm, some-
times open/warm, hardly ever open/warm and never open/warm), which are split to
create a binary indicator where 1 indicates that children have always/often a good
quality relationship with their parents or caregivers. Previous studies found that a positive
family process is likely to increase the educational performance of children (Jordan and
Graham 2012).

Additionally, two measures summarise the living conditions of children. The first
indicator looks at children’s living conditions compared to others. This indicator was
operationalised from the following question ‘Compared to other children, would you
say that your living conditions are better, the same, or less good?’ For the analysis,
this measurement was coded as binary where 1 indicates better living conditions and 0
otherwise. The second indicator is a measure of the housing quality. It was constructed
by dividing the total number of people living in the house by the total number of
rooms used for living in the house. Previous research shows that there is a positive
relationship between good living conditions and better school achievements among
children (Altschul 2012).

Finally, two school mediating indicators were included in the analysis. One measure
accounts for the time–distance from home to school, a factor which was found to increase
the cost of school attendance (Edwards and Ureta 2003). This indicator is employed as
continuous and comprises the following categories: 0 minutes (live in boarding school);
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1–14 minutes; 15–29 minutes; 30–44 minutes; 45–59 minutes; 60 and more minutes. The
second measure records the number of hours the child spends doing homework every day.
Research shows a positive relationship between the time children spend doing homework
and better outcomes in school (Altschul 2012).

Results

Descriptive results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of the dependent and independent variables. The
proportion of parents who are away internally and internationally due to migration is
larger in Ghana and smaller in Angola and Nigeria. At the same time, Angola has a
higher proportion of parents who are away internally or internationally and are
divorced/separated. When parents migrate, it is usually the father who goes abroad and
children stay in the care of the mother. In Angola and Nigeria, children in transnational
care changed caregivers less often compared to Ghanaian children. Similarly, the pro-
portion of children who receive remittances is higher in Nigeria and Angola compared
to Ghana. On average, children in our sample are younger (11–14 years old) in Nigeria
and older (15–17 years old) in Ghana and Angola. There is a balanced proportion of
boys and girls in the data. Children in Angola live with more siblings at home, report wor-
sened health, have a more problematic relationship with their parents and caregivers, have
poorer living conditions, spend more time reaching schools and do less homework com-
pared to children in Ghana and Nigeria.

Table 2 presents the five transnational characteristics in relation to children’s school
performance. On average, children with parents away internationally and in a stable
marital relationship show no differing performance in schools than children with
parents away internationally and in strained marital relationship. When looking at speci-
fics of parental migration, data show that children with both parents away have a lower
performance in school compared to children with a parent away while the other parent
is the caregiver. A stable care arrangement has a slightly positive influence on grades of
children in transnational care. Finally, results show that children in transnational care
who receive remittances have improved grades in school compared to children in transna-
tional care who do not receive remittances.

Regression results

One concern addressed by this study is that educational performance of children may vary
when considering the marital status of the migrant parent (Table 3). Results show differing
patterns across countries. In Ghana, there is a negative association between international
parental migration and children’s education (Models 2–3, Table 3). In Nigeria, children’s
performance in school is likely to decrease when parents migrate internally and are in a
strained marital relationship (Models 4–6, Table 3). In Angola, children in migrant
families, with divorced or married parents, have no differing performance in school
than children in non-migrant families.

The hierarchical models in Table 3 show significant changes in coefficients related to
parental migration and marital status in two specific instances: (1) in Ghana, the inclusion
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of parental, family and schooling indicators renders the coefficients for internal migration
when parents are divorced/separated insignificant and (2) in Nigeria and Angola, the
inclusion of subsequent clusters of indicators makes the results insignificant for when
parents are away internally and in a stable marital relationship. Therefore, we conclude
that parental, family and schooling conditions mediate the negative effects on education
of internal migration when parents are in a strained marital relationship in Ghana and
when parents are together in Nigeria and Angola.

The second part of the analysis focuses on international parental migration by consid-
ering different transnational child-raising arrangements and how they relate with chil-
dren’s school performance. To account for the sole effect of international parental
migration, this stage of analysis omits children whose parents are divorced/separated.
Table 4 presents three sets of models, each of which assesses the effects of a different trans-
national characteristic on educational performance of children in each country. When
using the first transnational characteristic of who the migrant parent is (Models 10, 13

Table 2. Means (standard deviations) of educational performance by transnational family
characteristics.

Educational performancea

N/n Ghana N/n Nigeria N/n Angola

Transnational family characteristic
Location parent(s) and marital status F(4, 1979) = 12.41*** F(4, 1465) = 11.77*** F(4, 1713) = 1.20
Non-migrant parents 921 69.01 (13.00) 955 61.75 (15.80) 847 12.40 (2.36)
Parent(s) away internally: together 311 65.60 (13.44) 169 55.38 (18.71) 245 12.01 (2.26)
Parent(s) away internationally: together 317 69.01 (12.75) 168 63.14 (18.01) 103 12.42 (1.84)
Parents(s) away internally: divorced/separated 311 64.01 (12.70) 144 54.19 (17.50) 378 12.41 (2.26)
Parents(s) away internationally: divorced/

separated
124 69.79 (11.27) 34 60.89 (10.54) 145 12.38 (2.37)

N 1984 1470 1718
Who is the migrant parent and who is the
caregiver

F(3, 1292) = 1.64 F(3, 1118) = 2.82* F(3, 969) = 0.13

Non-migrant parents 959 69.19 (12.98) 957 61.77 (15.79) 861 12.39 (2.36)
Father away, mother caregiver 194 69.64 (11.42) 100 65.87 (15.42) 68 12.33 (1.71)
Mother away, father caregiver 39 70.12 (12.79) 19 61.10 (19.44) 16 12.64 (1.51)
Both parents away, other caregiver 104 66.48 (14.28) 46 58.37 (19.81) 28 12.12 (2.30)

N 1296 1122 973
Stability of the care arrangement F(3, 1105) = 0.37 F(3, 1071) = 1.58 F(3, 830) = 0.03
Non-migrant parents: changed never 635 68.84 (13.26) 751 62.01 (15.46) 577 12.44 (2.33)
Non-migrant parents: changed caregiver > 1 198 69.08 (13.02) 171 60.87 (16.76) 167 12.41 (2.39)
Parent away: never changed caregiver 150 70.05 (11.66) 77 61.91 (19.53) 52 12.52 (1.85)
Parent away: changed caregiver > 1 126 68.74 (13.71) 76 65.64 (15.57) 38 12.41 (1.34)

N 1109 1075 834
Receiving remittances F(2, 1074) = 2.81 F(2, 1392) = 2.37 F(2, 1509) = 0.19
Non-migrant parents 921 69.08 (13.02) 996 61.37 (15.87) 877 12.39 (2.36)
Parent away: yes remittances 127 68.41 (12.41) 293 60.38 (17.68) 327 12.44 (2.29)
Parent away: no remittances 29 63.40 (10.73) 106 57.87 (16.88) 308 12.33 (2.18)

N 1077 1395 1512

Notes: Analysis of variance was used for all comparisons. Except for the location of parent(s) and marital status, the samples
exclude those children with parents divorced/separated, those with parents away internally, those with parents deceased,
those who could not indicate where their parents were located and those whose parents are married but live in different
locations in the same town.

aEducational performance values range from 0 to 100 in Ghana and Nigeria and from 0 to 20 in Angola.
*p < .05.
**p < .01.
***p < .001.
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Table 3. Educational performance, the location and the marital status of the migrant parents.
Ghana Nigeria Angola

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9

β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE

Location parent(s) and marital status
Non-migrant parents
Parent(s) away

internally: together
−0.96 (0.77) −1.26 (0.86) −1.19 (0.86) −3.84** (1.32) −2.76 (1.46) −2.85 (1.46) −0.40* (0.17) −0.36 (0.20) −0.27 (0.20)

Parent(s) away
internationally:
together

−1.18 (0.74) −2.06* (0.83) −1.96* (0.83) −2.87 (1.47) −2.87 (1.58) −2.47 (1.57) −0.41 (0.29) −0.49 (0.32) −0.47 (0.32)

Parents(s) away
internally: divorced/
separated

−1.51* (0.77) −1.06 (0.86) −0.98 (0.86) −4.83*** (1.42) −5.42*** (1.56) −5.55*** (1.56) −0.10 (0.14) −0.06 (0.15) 0.02 (0.16)

Parents(s) away
internationally:
divorced/separated

0.51 (1.09) 0.27 (1.21) 0.77 (1.22) −3.93 (2.82) −1.33 (3.05) −1.50 (3.09) −0.38 (0.25) −0.35 (0.27) −0.31 (0.27)

Child age
11–14 years
15–17 years 0.61 (0.73) 1.11 (0.84) 0.87 (0.84) −2.46** (0.94) −2.37* (1.00) −2.64** (1.01) −0.28 (0.15) −0.24 (0.17) −0.25 (0.17)
18–21 years −1.53 (1.03) −0.63 (1.17) −0.95 (1.17) −3.61 (2.18) −2.47 (2.41) −3.05 (2.46) −0.87*** (0.18) −0.83*** (0.20) −0.87*** (0.21)

Child is girl −3.55*** (0.55) −4.01*** (0.62) −4.05*** (0.62) −2.30** (0.85) −2.55** (0.92) −2.63** (0.93) −0.11 (0.11) −0.07 (0.12) −0.07 (0.12)
The child is living
with younger
siblings

0.23 (0.55) 0.54 (0.62) 0.51 (0.62) −0.99 (0.86) −0.69 (0.92) −0.65 (0.92) 0.05 (0.13) 0.01 (0.15) 0.04 (0.15)

Number of siblings
living with the child

−0.06 (0.11) −0.08 (0.13) −0.06 (0.13) −0.10 (0.20) −0.12 (0.21) −0.11 (0.21) −0.06** (0.02) −0.06** (0.02) −0.07** (0.02)

Child is healthy 1.08* (0.52) 0.89 (0.58) 0.76 (0.58) 1.21 (0.83) 1.19 (0.90) 1.10 (0.90) −0.05 (0.13) −0.06 (0.15) −0.14 (0.15)
Mother’s education
secondary or more

3.57*** (0.69) 3.34*** (0.69) 3.94** (1.32) 3.86** (1.32) 0.27 (0.14) 0.23 (0.14)

Father’s education
secondary or more

0.68 (0.66) 0.45 (0.66) −0.15 (1.45) −0.72 (1.46) 0.14 (0.13) 0.14 (0.14)

Good relationship
with the parents/
caregiver

1.03 (0.61) 0.81 (0.61) 0.14 (0.92) 0.16 (0.92) 0.08 (0.12) 0.08 (0.13)

Living conditions are
better

0.93 (0.60) 0.87 (0.60) 0.49 (0.95) 0.33 (0.96) 0.11 (0.14) 0.09 (0.14)

(Continued )
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Table 3. Continued.
Ghana Nigeria Angola

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9

β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE

Number of people
per rooms in the
house

−0.14 (0.13) −0.15 (0.13) −1.53** (0.50) −1.45** (0.50) −0.07 (0.06) −0.06 (0.06)

Time–distance from
home to school

−0.16 (0.19) −0.44 (0.31) −0.08 (0.05)

Number of hours
doing homework

1.07*** (0.19) 1.18*** (0.29) 0.15** (0.05)

Constant 73.81*** (1.91) 71.36*** (2.05) 69.36*** (2.15) 67.60*** (2.17) 65.99*** (2.72) 64.43*** (2.92) 13.49*** (0.29) 13.34*** (0.35) 13.31*** (0.40)
Random-effects parameters
Log (SD) level two

(schools)
1.92*** (0.16) 1.79*** (0.16) 1.76*** (0.17) 1.90*** (0.17) 1.78*** (0.18) 1.68*** (0.19) −0.23 (0.16) −0.28 (0.16) −0.26 (0.16)

Log (SD) level one
(individuals)

2.40*** (0.02) 2.39*** (0.02) 2.38*** (0.02) 2.71*** (0.02) 2.71*** (0.02) 2.71*** (0.02) 0.73*** (0.02) 0.73*** (0.02) 0.72*** (0.02)

Variance components: intraclass correlation estimates
School level 0.28 0.23 0.23 0.17 0.14 0.11 0.13 0.12 0.12

N individuals 1918 1502 1477 1433 1243 1227 1619 1263 1213
N schools 22 22 22 25 25 25 27 27 27
Log likelihood −7362.38 −5747.89 −5636.50 −5948.42 −5159.97 −5086.67 −3509.80 −2740.35 −2623.29
Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. The samples exclude those children who are orphans, those who could not indicate where their parents were located and those whose parents are married
but live in different locations in the same town.

*p < .05.
**p < .01.
***p < .00.
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Table 4. International parental migration and educational performance of children in different transnational care arrangements.
Ghanaa Nigeriaa Angolaa

Model 10 Model 11 Model 12 Model 13 Model 14 Model 15 Model 16 Model 17 Model 18

β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE

Who is the migrant parent and who is the caregiver
Living with both parents
Father abroad, mother

caregiver
−1.80 (1.01) 1.00 (1.87) −0.45 (0.42)

Mother abroad, father
caregiver

0.47 (2.12) −5.52 (4.06) −0.36 (0.75)

Both parents away, other
caregiver

−3.76** (1.38) −5.97* (2.58) 0.11 (0.62)

Stability of the care arrangement
Non-migrant parents: changed never
Non-migrant parents:
changed caregiver > 1

1.34 (1.05) 0.18 (1.39) −0.10 (0.23)

Parent away: never
changed caregiver

−2.16 (1.12) −3.34 (2.11) −0.18 (0.46)

Parent away: changed
caregiver > 1

−1.05 (1.23) 0.48 (2.10) −0.49 (0.48)

Remittances
Non-migrant parents: no remittances
Parents away: yes

remittances
−1.94 (1.25) −1.17 (1.18) −0.08 (0.18)

Parents away: no remittances −3.00 (2.70) −2.88 (1.73) −0.24 (0.18)
Child age
11–14 years
15–17 years 1.32 (1.01) 1.16 (1.06) 2.01 (1.10) −3.18** (1.12) −3.82*** (1.13) −2.80** (1.00) −0.12 (0.24) −0.01 (0.25) −0.21 (0.18)
18–21 years 0.06 (1.44) −0.73 (1.50) 1.27 (1.57) −1.03 (3.24) −1.84 (3.23) −2.48 (2.60) −0.88** (0.30) −0.69* (0.30) −0.92*** (0.22)

Child is girl −3.73*** (0.77) −3.51*** (0.81) −4.12*** (0.85) −2.47* (1.03) −2.54* (1.04) −2.84** (0.93) −0.16 (0.18) −0.05 (0.19) −0.11 (0.14)
The child is living with
younger siblings

0.04 (0.79) −0.25 (0.83) −0.16 (0.87) −0.98 (1.04) −0.64 (1.06) −0.63 (0.93) −0.01 (0.23) 0.05 (0.23) 0.04 (0.17)

Number of siblings living with
the child

−0.16 (0.17) −0.03 (0.18) 0.03 (0.19) 0.02 (0.25) −0.10 (0.26) 0.06 (0.22) −0.06 (0.04) −0.07 (0.04) −0.08** (0.03)

Child is healthy 0.28 (0.73) 0.46 (0.77) 0.39 (0.80) 1.51 (0.99) 1.65 (1.01) 0.78 (0.90) −0.05 (0.22) 0.08 (0.22) −0.12 (0.17)
Mother’s education
secondary or more

3.28*** (0.84) 3.43*** (0.89) 3.00** (0.92) 3.24* (1.62) 2.86 (1.64) 3.53** (1.34) 0.22 (0.22) 0.10 (0.22) 0.21 (0.15)

(Continued )
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Table 4. Continued.
Ghanaa Nigeriaa Angolaa

Model 10 Model 11 Model 12 Model 13 Model 14 Model 15 Model 16 Model 17 Model 18

β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE

Father’s education secondary
or more

0.62 (0.86) 0.58 (0.91) 0.95 (0.93) −0.73 (1.80) −0.97 (1.84) 0.11 (1.48) 0.17 (0.21) 0.27 (0.21) 0.09 (0.15)

Good relationship with the
parents/caregiver

1.48 (0.78) 1.78* (0.82) 1.09 (0.85) −0.62 (1.03) −0.46 (1.05) −0.22 (0.92) 0.21 (0.19) 0.31 (0.19) 0.04 (0.14)

Living conditions are better 1.81* (0.76) 2.17** (0.81) 1.59 (0.84) 0.62 (1.09) 0.84 (1.11) 0.40 (0.98) −0.02 (0.20) −0.05 (0.20) 0.06 (0.15)
Number of people per rooms
in the house

−0.21 (0.19) −0.22 (0.20) −0.31 (0.20) −1.07 (0.62) −1.18 (0.63) −1.62** (0.51) −0.08 (0.09) −0.07 (0.09) −0.05 (0.07)

Time–distance from home to
school

−0.48* (0.24) −0.52* (0.25) −0.47 (0.27) −0.50 (0.34) −0.46 (0.34) −0.50 (0.31) −0.15* (0.07) −0.19** (0.07) −0.10 (0.05)

Number of hours doing
homework

1.31*** (0.24) 1.26*** (0.25) 1.30*** (0.27) 1.66*** (0.32) 1.66*** (0.33) 1.29*** (0.29) 0.13 (0.08) 0.14 (0.08) 0.16** (0.06)

Constant 68.63*** (2.44) 67.54*** (2.55) 68.40*** (2.67) 62.72*** (3.22) 63.54*** (3.28) 63.80*** (2.89) 13.59*** (0.54) 13.35*** (0.54) 13.47*** (0.42)
Random-effects parameters
Log (SD) level two

(schools)
1.70*** (0.18) 1.70*** (0.18) 1.71*** (0.18) 1.61*** (0.21) 1.57*** (0.21) 1.68*** (0.19) −0.41* (0.20) −0.38* (0.19) −0.26 (0.17)

Log (SD) level one
(individuals)

2.37*** (0.02) 2.37*** (0.02) 2.37*** (0.03) 2.68*** (0.02) 2.68*** (0.02) 2.69*** (0.02) 0.78*** (0.03) 0.76*** (0.03) 0.74*** (0.02)

Variance components: intraclass correlation estimates
School level 0.21 0.21 0.21 0.11 0.10 0.12 0.09 0.09 0.12

N individuals 933 858 779 945 916 1167 650 621 1078
N schools 22 22 22 25 25 25 27 27 27
Log likelihood −3559.93 −3279.40 −2976.13 −3895.11 −3772.21 −4815.71 −1441.86 −1370.73 −2354.29
Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
aThe samples exclude children with parents divorced/separated, those with parents away internally, those who are orphans, those who could not indicate where their parents were located and
those whose parents are married but live in different locations in the same town.

*p < .05.
**p < .01.
***p < .00.
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and 16, Table 4) there are no significant effects of either maternal or paternal migration on
educational performance of children. In Ghana and Nigeria, the school performance of
children with both parents away is negatively affected when compared to children in
non-migrant families.

Interactions (not shown) were fitted to test the mediating effect of the relation between
who the migrant parent is and the quality of the child–parent/caregiver relationship. We
found no significant effects for the interaction terms, meaning that the relations between
the quality of the child–parent/caregiver relationship and whether mother, father or both
parents migrate do not mediate the educational performance of children in transnational
care.

Models 11, 14 and 17 (Table 4) look at the stability of the care arrangements in relation
to children’s school performance. The results show that changing caregiver does not
necessarily result in worse educational outcomes for children. Models 12, 15 and 18
(Table 4) look at the relationship between remittances and children’s school performance.
Net of other factors, the presence or the absence of remittances do not relate significantly
with the educational performance of children.

A number of control characteristics and their overall impact on school performance are
worth mentioning (Table 3 and Table 4). The results show that there is a negative associ-
ation between school performance and being a girl in Ghana and Nigeria. Auxiliary ana-
lyses (not shown) tested a series of interactions between gender and the four transnational
measures in each country context. None of the interaction terms were significant and there
were no improvement of fit for the interacted models. Therefore, we concluded that there
is no direct evidence of a moderating effect of child gender and transnational character-
istics in relation to educational performance. Furthermore, we found a positive relation-
ship between maternal education and the school performance of children in Ghana and
Nigeria. Similarly, results show that children spending more hours doing homework are
more likely to do well in school in Ghana and Nigeria.

Discussion

Migration is a solution for some parents in Africa to provide better opportunities for their
children who stay behind. As more parents migrate however, there are concerns about the
well-being of children in transnational care. Although parental absence comes with sep-
aration and loss, there are reasons to believe that staying behind does not always result
in worse outcomes for children. Staying in the country of origin brings the advantage
of familiar community and family networks, which may alleviate the negative conse-
quences coming with parental departure. Yet, the vulnerability of children who stay
behind should not be ruled out, especially when considering the need for parental input
for children’s development. The empirical scholarship to date provides mixed evidence
with no studies so far targeting African countries. This study contributes to the literature
in the following two ways: (1) we distinguish different types of parental migration
(whether internal or international) and we consider the marital status of the migrant
parent. This adds the context of marital dissolution as a form of life for children in trans-
national care when measuring educational outcomes and (2) we investigate different
transnational family forms and how they associate with children’s school performance.
As such, we bring the complexity of life of children in transnational care into focus
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when assessing their educational outcomes. We discuss each of these two contributions in
turn.

First, we asked if parental absence has a detrimental impact on children’s school
performance and we distinguish between parental migration when parents were in a
relationship and parental migration when parents were divorced or separated. We
found that children of divorced/separated internal migrant parents in Nigeria tend to
perform more poorly in schools. This result echoes an emotional vulnerability to
marital problems in the family found in previous research from Mexico and the USA
(Amato and Cheadle 2005; Nobles 2011). At the same time, the international parental
migration when parents are together was found to negatively impact children’s edu-
cational performance in Ghana. Evidence from the Philippines suggests that large dis-
tances pose difficulties for international migrants in maintaining active parenting roles
in the education of children who stay behind (Cortes 2015). In Ghana, the effects of trans-
national parental migration appeared when controlling for parental, family and schooling
characteristics. The literature indicates that these factors are important mediators for chil-
dren’s school performance (Altschul 2012) and may explain differences in the outcome
between Ghana and the neighbouring Nigeria. Our data show that the proportion of chil-
dren with parents having secondary education or more is significantly lower in Ghana
than in Nigeria. Furthermore, Ghanaian children live with more siblings at home,
report worsen health and they do less homework when compared to children in
Nigeria. In the context of parental absence, these conditions have the potential to nega-
tively impact children’s school performance.

Yet, the empirical paths found in Ghana and Nigeria were not reproduced in
Angola, attesting Angola’s specific context. In Angola, children with migrant
parents, who are divorced or in a stable relationship, have no differing performance
in schools compared to children in non-migrant families. This result is encouraging,
especially when considering the trauma that Angolan society has experienced during
and after a three-decade long civil conflict that ended in 2002. Although Angolan
parents have lived in times of violence and deprivation, studies suggest that their
primary concern was always to provide the best education for their children that
they could find at home (Øien 2006). Furthermore, a study targeting Angolan migrants
in the Netherlands found that this particular group, irrespective of the marital status,
had a higher socio-economic status, often had the Dutch nationality and more often
spoke the local language than other migrants in the country (Haagsman 2015).
These characteristics may increase the social capital and the economic development
of migrants but also of family members who stay behind in Angola. In particular,
children in transnational care may benefit if resources are directed to fulfill their
educational needs.

One finding was consistent in the three countries of this study: children with inter-
national migrant parents who are divorced do not have a differing performance in
schools when compared to children in non-migrant families. This finding is important
because the well-being of children in fragile families has been studied in the divorce litera-
ture in Western contexts (Amato and Cheadle 2005) but not much with respect to inter-
national parental migration. The few studies looking at divorce in relation to international
parental migration have been conducted in Mexico (Creighton, Park, and Teruel 2009;
Nobles 2011) and found that this type of absence disadvantages children in schools.
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This is not the case in our study. A likely explanation lies with the traditional family norms
of living in Africa. In many countries across the continent, there is a culturally accepted
norm for couples to live in multi-local residences, apart from their spouses, irrespective
of migration (Mazzucato, Schans et al. 2015). Women in matrilineal communities such
as Akan in Ghana where many migrants come from, enjoy a high degree of independence
and keep separate budgets from their husbands. This feature of family life has been ident-
ified as a primary factor to the high incidence of divorce among Ashanti’s in Ghana (Fortes
1950). In Angola, due to the extended civil war, many children were born outside a
relationship and the reunification of parents was not always possible due to displacement,
asylum seeking or migration (Øien 2006). As such, living apart is not only common for
couples but also for many African children. Moreover, the circulation of children and
kinship care is a natural way to raise children in many African countries and is part of
a social system in which being a foster parent carries highly respected qualities such as
kindness, solidarity and trust (Øien 2006). While parental proximity and marital union
are important conditions for child well-being in other parts of the world, the social and
family norms in Africa seem to ensure resilience against negative family events such as
migration and marital dissolution.

A second contribution of this study relates to the diversity of transnational family
forms and how they associate with the school performance of children whose parents
migrated internationally and are in a stable marital relationship. The results show
that overall, children in transnational care have no differing performance when com-
pared to children in non-migrant households. One exception was noted in Ghana
and Nigeria, where the migration of both parents is associated with less educational per-
formance. This result is perhaps not surprising. The well-being of children is at the core
of parental decision to migrate but the impact of migration on child well-being depends
on whether families take proper measures to adjust for disruptions in children’s lives
when both parents are absent. Our results show that children do well when one
parent migrates and the other parent is the caregiver but the care of a non-parental
caregiver does not always substitute for the parental absence. Previous research noted
that non-parental caregivers sometimes lack authority, which makes it difficult to
provide guidance that children need (Lu 2012). Moreover, when parents migrate and
children are left in the care of a non-parental caregiver, there are often high expec-
tations for a better life from those who stay behind and for a continuous involvement
of the migrant parent in the upbringing of the child (Mazzucato 2011). When these con-
ditions are not met, disappointment and discord between the migrant, caregiver and
child may follow, creating conflictual conditions that may affect children’s school
performance.

Nonetheless, the prevalent finding that parental migration does not seem to affect chil-
dren’s education can also be understood in the context of social parenthood and child fos-
tering norms that are prevalent in the three African contexts. In the African countries in
focus in this study, children do not associate parental absence with stigma, which was
found to negatively affect the well-being of children in other geographical areas such as
Southeast Asia (Parreñas 2005). The lack of negative outcomes is observed when children
stay in a stable care arrangement and when one parent is the caregiver of the child when
the other parent has migrated. Given universal concerns in the literature about maternal
migration and the negative impact it has on children (Cortes 2015; Parreñas 2005), this
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does not appear to be the case in our study. While maternal absence might be a stressful
condition, the context and the commonality of social parenthood norms in Africa may
help children develop resilience and adapt to changing family configurations following
maternal migration. Recent research conducted in a number of sub-Saharan African
countries seems to confirm this argument (Mazzucato, Cebotari et al. 2015; Mazzucato,
Schans et al. 2015; Mazzucato and Cebotari 2016).

Two additional findings are worth noting. In Ghana and Nigeria, girls are more suscep-
tible to negative educational outcomes when compared to boys. However, parental edu-
cation, especially the education of mothers is a significant determinant for increased
school performance of children. These findings have an important policy component.
Considering the significant role of gender in the education of children in Africa, more
efforts may be needed to invest in girls who are more vulnerable to shocks, such as the
absence of a parent that may affect their school performance. In addition, since the edu-
cation of mothers is a significant predictor for improved education of children, it is impor-
tant to invest in today’s girls who will likely perpetuate the educational development of
their children in a similar way.

This study is not without limitations. Migration does not occur randomly within a
given population. Instead, there are a number of characteristics that may influence
people’s decision to migrate. Some observable factors that may influence the decision to
migrate were included, such as maternal and paternal education and the living conditions.
However, other indicators, such as children’s pre-existing educational outcome could not
be included given the cross-sectional nature of the data. As with all cross-sectional ana-
lyses, causal relationships cannot be assumed and as such, these results must be
approached as exploratory. The samples employed in this study are not nationally repre-
sentative because they were drawn from high out-migration urban locations. Hence, the
findings cannot be generalised to all children in the country or to a region as a whole.
Moreover, because data were gathered by asking children themselves, and since children
had difficulties remembering specific dates, we were not able to collect reliable data on
important mediating indicators such as the length of separation of the child from the
migrant parent. We assume that older children in transnational families are more likely
to be separated from their parents for longer periods due to their longer life spans.
Finally, since data were collected in schools, we are not able to account for those children
who live transnationally but have dropped out of school.

Nevertheless, the current study sheds light on the relationship between parental
migration and the school performance of children in transnational care. The child–
parent separation does not automatically result in decreased school performance, but
there are some risk factors that make children underperform in schools, such as having
a non-parental caregiver while both parents are abroad. Some characteristics associated
with parental absence may negatively affect children, but parental migration in itself is
not a vulnerability for the educational performance of children who stay behind in the
specific African context of this study.
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