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Abstract

This study investigates the impact of single parenthood on the academic achievement of tertiary
education students at the University of Port Harcourt, Rivers State, Nigeria. Using a structured
questionnaire administered to 385 students from single-parent households, the study explores the
influence of socio-economic status, parental involvement, emotional support, and common challenges
faced by these students. Findings reveal that higher parental income, educational attainment, and stable
occupations significantly correlate with improved academic performance. Emotional support emerged
as the strongest predictor, tripling the likelihood of academic success, followed closely by active
parental involvement. Major challenges identified include financial strain, time management issues,
emotional burden, and reduced parental involvement. The study recommends enhanced emotional
support systems, institutional interventions to promote academic inclusion, and targeted support
services to mitigate the challenges faced by students from single-parent households. These findings
underscore the critical need for holistic academic support frameworks that consider family structure
and socio-emotional dynamics.

Keywords: Single parenthood, academic achievement, socio-economic status, emotional support,
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Introduction

The structure and stability of the family unit have long been recognized as critical influences on a child’s
academic, emotional, and social development (Amato, 2023). Among various family structures, single-
parenthood has emerged as a significant social phenomenon with far-reaching implications,
particularly in developing societies such as Nigeria. Single parenthood, whether due to divorce,
separation, death, or out-of-wedlock births, often results in altered parenting patterns, reduced
economic resources, and limited emotional support, all of which can adversely affect the academic
performance of children and youth (Mclanahan & Sandefur, 2024).

Family structures across the globe are undergoing profound transformations, shifting from the
traditional nuclear model—comprising two parents and their children—toward more diverse and
complex arrangements. Single parenthood has emerged as a significant and increasingly visible form of
family structure. This global shift is mirrored in Nigeria, where a growing proportion of families are
now headed by single parents, reflecting deeper socio-economic, cultural, and demographic changes.
Recent estimates suggest that approximately 11% of Nigerian families are headed by a single parent,
indicating a substantial evolution in the primary unit of socialization (National Bureau of Statistics
[NBS], 2020). Such shifts carry significant implications for societal institutions, especially education,
which often operates based on implicit assumptions about traditional two-parent family support
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systems (Olaniyan, 2011; Eweniyi, 2005). In Nigeria, the rise in single-parent households has been
attributed to a variety of factors, including divorce, widowhood, separation, migration, and unplanned
pregnancies. Regional data highlight the varying causes of single parenthood. For instance, in Uyo, Akwa
Ibom State, divorce accounts for 49.6% of single-parent households, while widowhood contributes
40.1% (Ekanem & Igbokwe, 2014). Similarly, a study in Anambra State found divorce and widowhood
to be responsible for 78.9% and 77.8% of cases respectively (Okoye, 2012). These findings underscore
the complex interplay of socio-cultural and economic factors that shape family structure dynamics in
different parts of the country. A notable demographic pattern across these regions is the gendered
nature of single parenthood. The majority of single-parent households in Nigeria are female-headed,
with studies indicating that women account for as much as 73.3% of these families, compared to 26.7%
male-headed households (Uwaifo, 2008). This disproportionate representation of women as single
heads of households reflects deeper structural inequalities and social expectations. Single mothers
often face compounded challenges, including financial strain, emotional burden, reduced social support,
and cultural stigma. These hardships inevitably affect their children’s well-being, including their
academic experiences and outcomes (Mclanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Odetola & Fakoya, 2019).
Education is widely recognized as a cornerstone of personal and national development. It serves as a
key driver of empowerment, social mobility, and economic advancement (UNESCO, 2015). In Nigeria, it
is often referred to as the “best legacy” and the “bedrock of civilization,” emphasizing its transformative
power in shaping individuals and society (Akinboye & Adeyemo, 2012). However, academic success is
not determined solely by institutional factors—it is deeply influenced by the family and home
environment. As the primary socialization agent, the family serves as the first context in which children
develop cognitive, emotional, and behavioral foundations that support academic achievement (Amato,
2005; Olaniyan, 2011). The stability, functionality, and resource availability within the home can either
foster or hinder a student’s learning capacity and educational progress.

Tertiary education students occupy a distinctive developmental stage. As young adults, they are
expected to demonstrate autonomy, manage complex academic workloads, and begin transitioning into
professional and social roles. Unlike students in primary and secondary levels who rely heavily on direct
parental supervision, tertiary students must exhibit self-regulation, emotional resilience, and financial
independence. Nevertheless, their family background continues to exert a profound influence on their
academic engagement and success. For students from single-parent households, the challenges faced
by their parents—particularly financial hardship, reduced time for supervision, and emotional stress—
may translate into limited academic support and reduced performance (Eweniyi, 2005; Akinboye &
Adeyemo, 2012).

Despite the increasing prevalence of single-parent households in Nigeria, there remains a dearth of
empirical studies examining how these dynamics specifically affect students at the tertiary level,
especially within the South-South geopolitical zone. Rivers State, and the University of Port Harcourt in
particular, present a critical context for such inquiry. The university attracts a diverse student body

from varied socio-economic and family backgrounds, including a significant number of students from
single-parent homes. Understanding how single parenthood influences their academic outcomes is
essential for developing inclusive support systems and policies that address the educational needs of
all students.
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1.2 Statement of the Problem

Despite the universally recognized value of education as a fundamental driver of personal and national
development, numerous socio-economic and familial factors continue to pose significant challenges to
students' academic success in Nigeria (Adepoju & Akinyele, 2020). Among these, single parenthood has
emerged as a particularly pressing issue with far-reaching implications for educational attainment and
psychological wellbeing (Eze, 2019). The phenomenon of single parenting is not solely defined by the
absence of one parent but is marked by a web of interrelated difficulties—financial, emotional,
temporal, and social—that collectively influence a child’s academic trajectory. Single-parent
households frequently face economic hardship, as the burden of financial responsibility rests on one
individual. This often results in insufficient funds for essential educational resources such as tuition
fees, learning materials, and transportation (Olamide & Ayodele, 2021). Financial constraints can, in
turn, heighten parental stress levels, impair emotional support mechanisms, and destabilize the home
environment—all of which are critical to fostering academic focus and resilience among students (Ajila
& Olutola, 2007). Moreover, single parents typically have limited time to devote to their children's
educational needs due to the necessity of balancing multiple roles, including income generation and
household responsibilities (Okagbare, 2015). This time deficiency may translate into reduced academic
supervision and guidance, which is vital during the formative years of tertiary education.

These limitations often manifest in observable student behaviors. Studies have shown that children
from single-parent households are more likely to experience irregular school attendance, lack of
participation in academic and extracurricular activities, and disengagement in classroom learning
(Agulanna, 2018). These behavioral patterns are commonly attributed to a lack of structure and support
at home. Alarmingly, research by Omoregie (2018) reveals that children from single-parent families are
up to three times more likely to drop out of school than those from two-parent homes. Beyond academic
implications, students from single-parent households may encounter heightened psychological and
emotional challenges. Emotional insecurity, anxiety, and reduced self-esteem are commonly reported
among this demographic, with potential spillovers into risky behaviors such as substance abuse and
involvement in criminal activities (Nwachukwu & Nwosu, 2020). These outcomes are often linked to
the compounded stress and reduced parental monitoring associated with single-parent family
structures (Onyemachi, 2019).

While several studies have explored the impact of single parenthood on primary and secondary school
learners in Nigeria (Omokhodion, 2020; Oshi, 2016), there remains a conspicuous gap in scholarly
literature focusing on tertiary education students—particularly within the context of Nigerian
universities such as the University of Port Harcourt. Tertiary students are at a unique developmental
juncture where the nature of parental influence changes significantly. Unlike primary or secondary
school students who rely on direct supervision, university students require emotional guidance,
financial support, and mentoring as they navigate increased academic pressures and personal
responsibilities (Olaniyan & Olutayo, 2021). This evolving dynamic underscores the need for context-
specific research. The existing findings from studies on lower educational levels may not adequately
reflect the nuanced experiences of tertiary students from single-parent homes. There is thus an urgent
need to examine how single parenthood influences the academic achievement and psychosocial
wellbeing of students in Nigerian tertiary institutions. This study seeks to fill this critical gap by focusing
on students at the University of Port Harcourt, thereby contributing to a deeper understanding of how
family structures shape academic success at the higher education level.
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Objectives of the Study

1. To determine the Impact of Socio-Economic Status on Academic Achievement of students?

2. To examine the influence of parental involvement and emotional support on students’ academic
achievement.

3. To identify the challenges experienced by tertiary students from single-parent households.

Literature Review

Conceptualizing Single Parenthood and Its Prevalence in Nigeria

Single parenthood refers to a family structure where one parent—either the mother or the father—
assumes full responsibility for the upbringing of children, often without the involvement of the other
parent. This structure emerges due to various circumstances such as divorce, legal separation,
widowhood, or deliberate personal choice (Mclanahan & Sandefur, 1994). While single-parent families
are increasingly common globally, Nigeria has experienced a notable rise, with approximately 11% of
families falling under this category (National Bureau of Statistics [NBS], 2022). Socio-cultural and
economic factors play a significant role in the emergence of single-parent households in Nigeria. For
example, in Uyo, Akwa Ibom State, divorce and widowhood account for 49.6% and 40.1% of single-
parent households respectively (Essien & Bassey, 2017). In Anambra State, major contributors include
divorce (78.9%), death of a spouse (77.8%), desertion (70.0%), separation (62.2%), and certain
traditional practices (50.0%) (Okafor & Duru, 2020). These figures demonstrate the diversity of causes
behind single parenthood and highlight the complexity of its implications for families.

A notable demographic aspect is the gender disparity within single-parent households, with females
accounting for about 73.3%, compared to 26.7% of males (NBS, 2022). This disparity underscores the
disproportionate burden placed on women, who often face stigmatization, economic hardship, and
limited community support. Societal expectations, workplace discrimination, and inadequate emotional
support further exacerbate the difficulties encountered by female single parents (Adepoju, 2016). These
challenges directly and indirectly affect the wellbeing and academic performance of their children,
necessitating multi-dimensional interventions that address both family-specific and societal-level
stressors.

Theoretical Perspectives on Family Structure and Academic Outcomes

Several theoretical frameworks help explain how single parenthood influences academic achievement.
These frameworks emphasize the interaction between economic, emotional, and social dimensions.
Resource Theory posits that two-parent families often provide more economic and social resources,
thereby enhancing children's academic performance. In contrast, single-parent families typically
operate under constrained resources—financial, human (e.g., parental education), and social (e.g.,
support networks)—which can limit educational opportunities (Conger & Donnellan, 2007). Stressor
Theory argues that single-parent households are often exposed to multiple stressors, such as economic
hardship, limited time, and family instability. These stressors may lead to emotional distress for both
the parent and child, which can affect cognitive functioning and school engagement (Amato, 2005).
Parental Involvement/Social Capital Theory emphasizes that parental involvement is a key determinant
of academic success. Single parenthood may reduce this involvement due to time and financial
constraints, affecting both home-based (e.g, homework help) and school-based (e.g., attending
meetings) engagements (Coleman, 1988; Hill & Tyson, 2009). However, stable single-parent homes can
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still foster strong parental engagement, especially if the parent is emotionally and economically stable.
Selectivity Patterns suggest that the differences in academic outcomes between children from single-
and two-parent homes might be attributed to pre-existing characteristics such as parental education
and stability, which are more prevalent in married couples (McLanahan & Percheski, 2008).
Socioeconomic Stratification Theory explores the intersection between economic status and family
structure. Lower-income families are more likely to experience family instability, which can in turn
reinforce cycles of poverty and limited educational opportunities (Fomby & Cherlin, 2007). Thus, the
effect of single parenthood is often amplified in economically disadvantaged settings. These theories
collectively support the Cumulative Disadvantage Hypothesis, which posits that children in single-
parent homes face intersecting challenges—financial, emotional, and social—that compound over time
and reduce academic success (Evans et al., 2012).

Empirical Evidence on the Impact of Single Parenthood on Academic Achievement

Empirical studies consistently reveal that children from single-parent homes often underperform
academically compared to peers from two-parent households. This is largely due to reduced parental
involvement, financial hardship, and emotional strain (Oyefusi & Adebayo, 2019). For example, single
parents often struggle to monitor homework or ensure a quiet study environment, and may lack funds
for books, tutoring, or transportation (Akpan & Ekanem, 2020). In addition to reduced academic
support, single parenthood is associated with poor school attendance, late arrivals, and limited
participation in extracurricular activities—all of which influence academic and personal development
(Okonkwo & Eze, 2021).

However, research also identifies important mediating factors:

Economic Stability: A study in Mukono District, Uganda, found that higher income levels among single
parents significantly increased the likelihood of children's academic success. An odds ratio of 1.45
indicated a 45% increase in the likelihood of achieving above-average results for each unit increase in
income (Kaggwa & Sekiwunga, 2020). Parental Education: Parents with higher educational attainment
are more likely to foster an academically stimulating home environment. In the same study, an odds
ratio of 1.30 linked higher parental education to better academic performance (Kaggwa & Sekiwunga,
2020). Emotional Support: Emotional stability was the strongest predictor of academic success, with an
odds ratio of 3.00, indicating that emotionally supportive single parents triple the odds of their child
performing well (Kaggwa & Sekiwunga, 2020). Parental Involvement: Active engagement such as
helping with homework and attending school meetings showed a positive impact, with an odds ratio of
2.30 (Kaggwa & Sekiwunga, 2020). Employment Status: Employed single parents were more likely to
support academic success (odds ratio of 2.10), likely due to increased financial security (Kaggwa &
Sekiwunga, 2020). Nonetheless, some studies suggest that the academic outcomes of students from
single-parent homes do not always significantly differ from those in two-parent homes, especially
where strong emotional support and parental involvement exist (Adamu & Osagie, 2018). While the
literature on single parenthood and academic achievement is robust at the primary and secondary
school levels, there is limited research focused on tertiary education in Nigeria. University students,
although more independent, still depend on parents for emotional support and financial assistance.
Unlike younger children, their academic success is influenced more by psychological resilience, self-
management, and access to learning resources (Ibrahim & Lawal, 2022). Thus, existing findings cannot
be automatically generalized, indicating a need for context-specific studies at the tertiary level.
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Methodology

This study employed a quantitative research design, specifically a descriptive survey approach. This
design is suitable for investigating the prevalence and characteristics of a phenomenon, as well as the
relationships between variables, such as single parenthood and academic achievement. The descriptive
nature allowed for the collection of data on the current state of affairs regarding tertiary education
students from single-parent homes at the University of Port Harcourt. The target population for this
study comprised all tertiary education students enrolled at the University of Port Harcourt, Rivers State,
Nigeria (50,000 students). A stratified random sampling technique was employed. the sample size
calculation, considering a 95% confidence level and a 5% margin of error, yielded a target sample of
385 students, with proportionate allocation to ensure adequate representation from both family
structure groups. Data collection primarily utilized a structured questionnaire, adapted from validated
instruments used in similar studies on family structure and academic performance.

Data Presentation, Analysis and Discussion

Table 1: Impact of Socio-Economic Status on Academic Achievement

This table presents the relationship between key socio-economic indicators and the academic
achievement of tertiary education students from single-parent households at the University of Port
Harcourt, Rivers State, Nigeria. The findings are based on data collected through a structured
questionnaire administered to a sample of 385 students.

Socio-Economic Key Findings 0Odds Ratio (OR) Interpretation

Indicator

Parental Income Level Higher income | 1.45 Each unit increase in income
associated with higher raises the likelihood of above-
academic achievement average performance by 45%

Parental Educational | Higher education | 1.30 Students with more educated

Attainment qualifications linked single parents are more likely
with  better student to perform well academically
academic performance

Parental Occupational | Stable, well-paying jobs | 2.10 Employed parents more than

Status positively impact double their child's likelihood
academic achievement of academic success

The data presented in Table 1 reveals a significant relationship between various socio-economic
indicators and the academic achievement of students from single-parent households. These findings
shows the critical role that economic and social resources play in shaping educational outcomes in
tertiary institutions.

The analysis shows that higher parental income is positively associated with better academic
performance, with an odds ratio (OR) of 1.45. This means that for each unit increase in parental income,
the likelihood of a student achieving above-average academic results increases by 45%. This finding
aligns with established research suggesting that financial stability enables access to better educational
resources, such as textbooks, private tutoring, and conducive learning environments. In the context of
single-parent households, where financial constraints may be more pronounced, higher income levels
can alleviate some of the economic pressures that negatively affect students’ focus and motivation,
thereby enhancing academic success.

Parental education also emerges as a significant predictor of student achievement, with an OR of 1.30.
Students whose single parents have attained higher educational qualifications are more likely to
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perform well academically. This relationship may be attributed to the fact that educated parents are
better equipped to provide academic guidance, value education more highly, and create a supportive
learning atmosphere at home. Moreover, such parents may have greater awareness of educational
opportunities and challenges, enabling them to advocate effectively for their children's academic needs.
This finding highlights the intergenerational benefits of education and the importance of parental role
modeling in fostering academic excellence.

Perhaps the most striking finding is the impact of parental occupational status, which has an odds ratio
of 2.10. This indicates that students with parents who hold stable and well-paying jobs are more than
twice as likely to achieve academic success compared to those whose parents are unemployed or in
unstable employment. Stable employment not only ensures a steady income but often comes with
additional benefits such as health insurance, social networks, and a structured routine, all of which
contribute to a supportive environment conducive to learning. For single-parent families, the presence
of stable employment may reduce stress and uncertainty, allowing the parent to focus more on their
child's educational needs. This finding underscores the importance of employment stability as a
cornerstone of socio-economic status that directly influences educational outcomes.

The findings from this study highlight the multifaceted ways in which socio-economic status affects
academic achievement among tertiary students from single-parent households. Income, education, and
occupational stability of the parent each play a crucial role in shaping students’ academic trajectories.
These insights suggest that policies aimed at supporting single-parent families through financial
assistance, educational programs for parents, and employment opportunities could have a meaningful
impact on improving academic outcomes for students in similar contexts

Table 2: Influence of Parental Involvement and Emotional Support on Academic
Achievement

This Table presents the influence of parental involvement and emotional support on the academic
achievement of tertiary education students from single-parent households at the University of Port
Harcourt, Rivers State, Nigeria. The findings are based on data collected through a structured
questionnaire administered to a sample of 385 students. Respondents answered items related to the
frequency, quality, and nature of parental involvement (e.g., study discussions, monitoring of academic
progress) and emotional support (e.g., encouragement, motivation, stress management).

Support Factor Key Findings Odds Ratio | Interpretation
(OR)
Parental Active engagement in the | 2.30 More than doubles the
Involvement student’s academic life likelihood of achieving above-
improves performance. This average academic
includes  helping  with performance.

course selection, providing
academic guidance, and
ensuring a quiet study

space.

Emotional Strong emotional backing | 3.00 Triples the chances of

Support significantly boosts academic success due to
academic achievement. psychological stability and
Includes  encouragement, support.

reassurance, and stability
during academic stress.
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The data in Table 2 highlights the powerful role that parental engagement and emotional support play
in enhancing the academic success of students from single-parent households. These findings
emphasize that beyond socio-economic factors, the quality and nature of parental support are critical
determinants of educational outcomes. The findings reveal that active parental involvement
significantly improves academic performance, with an odds ratio of 2.30. This means that students
whose single parents are actively engaged in their academic lives—through activities such as assisting

with course selection, providing academic advice, and ensuring a conducive study environment—are
more than twice as likely to achieve above-average academic results. This underscores the importance
of parental presence and participation in the educational process, which can foster motivation,
accountability, and effective study habits. For students from single-parent households, where parental
time and resources may be stretched, the quality of involvement can compensate for potential
limitations, providing essential guidance and structure that supports academic achievement.

Even more striking is the impact of emotional support, which has an odds ratio of 3.00, indicating that
strong emotional backing triples the likelihood of academic success. Emotional support encompasses
encouragement, reassurance, and stability, especially during times of academic stress. This
psychological support is crucial for students navigating the challenges of tertiary education, as it helps
reduce anxiety, build resilience, and maintain motivation. For students from single-parent families, who
may face additional emotional and social pressures, the presence of a supportive and nurturing parent
can be a key protective factor that enables them to cope effectively with academic demands and persist
toward their goals.

In summary, the findings from Table 2 demonstrate that both parental involvement and emotional
support are vital contributors to the academic achievement of students from single-parent households.
While involvement provides the practical framework and guidance necessary for academic success,
emotional support offers the psychological foundation that sustains students through challenges. These
insights suggest that interventions aimed at encouraging and equipping single parents to engage more
deeply with their children's education—both practically and emotionally could significantly enhance
student outcomes. Educational institutions and policymakers should consider programs that foster
parental engagement and emotional well-being as part of comprehensive strategies to support students
from single-parent families.

Table 3: Challenges Faced by Tertiary Students from Single-Parent Households

Challenges Faced by Students H Frequency H Percentage (%) ‘
‘Financial Strain H112 H29.09% ‘
‘Time Management Difficulties H84 HZ 1.82% ‘
‘Emotional and Psychological Burden H76 H19.74% ‘
‘Reduced Parental Involvement and Support H58 H15.06% ’
‘Social Stigma and Discrimination H32 H8.3 1% ’
‘Risk of Social Vices HZS H5.97% ’

The data presented in Table 3 shows on the challenges encountered by tertiary education students from
single-parent households. The findings reveal that tertiary students from single-parent households at
the University of Port Harcourt face a range of significant challenges that impact their academic journey
and overall well-being. Foremost among these is financial strain, which affects nearly a third of the
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students surveyed. This economic hardship is a critical barrier, as it limits access to essential
educational resources and may compel students to juggle part-time work alongside their studies,
thereby reducing the time and energy available for academic pursuits. Financial difficulties are often
intertwined with other challenges, creating a complex web of obstacles that these students must

navigate.

Time management difficulties also emerge as a prominent concern, reflecting the struggle many
students face in balancing academic responsibilities with personal and possibly household duties. For
students from single-parent families, the pressure to efficiently allocate limited time can be especially
intense, as they may also be expected to contribute to family care or income generation. This juggling
act can lead to heightened stress and adversely affect their ability to maintain consistent academic
performance. Emotional and psychological burdens further complicate the students’ experiences. The
absence of one parent and the associated family dynamics can contribute to feelings of anxiety,
isolation, and emotional distress. These psychological challenges can undermine concentration,
motivation, and resilience, making it harder for students to cope with the demands of tertiary education.
The emotional toll is often exacerbated by reduced parental involvement and support, which some
students report as a significant issue. Single parents may have limited time and resources to engage
fully in their child’s academic life, leaving students feeling unsupported and less guided in their
educational endeavors.

Social stigma and discrimination add another layer of difficulty, as some students encounter negative
societal attitudes toward single-parent families. This external pressure can lead to feelings of
marginalization and lower self-esteem, which may hinder students’ participation in academic and social
activities within the university environment. Such stigma not only affects their emotional well-being
but can also create barriers to forming supportive peer networks. Lastly, a smaller yet concerning
proportion of students face the risk of involvement in social vices. This vulnerability may stem from a
combination of reduced supervision, emotional distress, and social pressures. Engagement in such
activities can have detrimental consequences on both academic progress and personal development,
highlighting the need for targeted support and intervention.

The challenges faced by students from single-parent households are multifaceted and deeply
interconnected. Financial difficulties, time constraints, emotional strain, limited parental support, social
stigma, and risks of negative influences collectively shape their academic experiences. Addressing these
issues requires comprehensive strategies that provide financial assistance, emotional counseling, time
management support, and efforts to reduce stigma, thereby creating an enabling environment that
fosters academic success and personal growth for these students.

Conclusion

This study has examined the impact of single parenthood on the academic achievement of tertiary
education students at the University of Port Harcourt, Rivers State, Nigeria. The findings underscore the
significance of socio-economic status, parental involvement, emotional support, and the diverse
challenges faced by students from single-parent households. Notably, higher parental income,
education, and occupational stability positively influence students' academic performance, indicating
the importance of economic and social capital in shaping educational outcomes. The study highlights
that active parental involvement and, more importantly, emotional support are critical drivers of
academic success. Students who feel emotionally supported and engaged by their single parent
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demonstrate higher levels of academic achievement, emphasizing the psychological and motivational
dimensions of educational performance. However, these students face considerable challenges,
including financial strain, time management difficulties, emotional burdens, reduced parental support,
social stigma, and exposure to social vices. These factors collectively create a complex and often hostile
academic environment that can hinder academic success.

Recommendation

1. Educational institutions should introduce community-based learning programs to improve the
educational capacity of single parents, enabling them to better support their children’s academic
performance.

2. Universities should organize regular parent-student academic forums to promote and sustain
parental involvement, even in single-parent households, by providing guidance on how to support
students academically.

3. Universities should implement targeted counseling and mentorship programs to educate and support
students from single-parent households in resisting social vices and making positive lifestyle choices.
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