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Studies on the impact of parental emigration 

on children’s learning outcomes  

Studies Outcomes Results 

Children 7-14 

Antman (2012)

Chang et al., (2019)

School attendance 

Test scores 

Positive

No impact 

McKenzie et al., (2011), Morgan 

and Trinh (2020), Cortes (2015), 

Apatinga et al., (2020)

Meng and Yamauchi (2017)

School attendance 

Literacy and numeracy 

test scores

Negative

Children under 5

Yue et al., (2020) physical and social-

emotional health

No effects

Yue et al., (2020) cognitive development Negative 

Studies in Tonga & Pacific island countries

Gibson et al (2014a), 

Gibson et al (2009) 

School attendance Positive (Tonga) 

No effect (Vanuatu)
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Contribution and data

▪ First empirical evidence in Tonga and Pacific island countries, on exploring the

impact of parental emigration on children’s foundational skills:

Compare two groups

o Group 1: at least one parent is abroad

o Group 2: no parents are abroad and co-reside with the child

• Data

o Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS)

o Household survey and nationally representative

o MICS6: new module on foundational skills (2019)

o Outcomes:

✓ Literacy and numeracy skills: children aged 7-14

✓ Children under five: Early Childhood Development Index (ECE)

• Physical domain

• Social and emotions domain

• Literacy and numeracy domain, and

• Learning domain
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Emigration in Tonga 

➢ Top five countries with high proportion of emigrations in the world in 2019

Source: The World Bank’s world migration report (2020),
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• Four out of every five households receive remittances.

• Remittance income equivalent to approximately 30% of household consumption in 2020.

In terms of percentage of 

gross domestic product, 

Tonga is ranked the first 

among remittance-receiving 

countries in 2019 globally 

(nearly 40% of the country’s 

GDP) . 

Source: The World Bank’s world migration report (2020),



Destinations and Types of emigration

Source: Asia-Pacific Migration Data Report 2020

o Seasonal labor mobility programs: 7-10 months 

o Labor-intensive sectors: agriculture, horticulture 

o Physically demanding 



Characteristics of migrants

Gibson, McKenzie, & Rohorua (2008), Gibson et al (2014), and Gibson et al (2021),

Doan et al. (2022, on-going research)

✓ Unskilled/ low-skilled workers, low-income household, big family, rural area

✓ Mostly male, good physical health, inclined to do physical work (Measured by

the mean number of days of hard labor carried out in the past month)

✓ English skill

✓ Young (19-45 years old)

✓ More than 10 years of schooling

✓ Mostly come from the three largest islands in Tonga: Tongatapu (71%), Vava’u

(14%), and ‘Eua (7%).

✓ Considered as honest and hard-working by community leaders
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Tonga MICS6: Descriptive statistics 

Whole

sample

Parent(s)

are abroad

Parent(s) are

not abroad

Children aged 7-14

Male .523 .517 .524

Numbers of siblings 2.775 1.287 2.985

Mother lives abroad (=1) .055 .448 0

Father lives abroad (=1) .108 .874 0

At least a parent is abroad (=1) .124 1 0

Attendance .957 .954 .958

Foundational literacy skill .615 .701 .602

Foundational numeracy skill .525 .552 .521

Observation 703 87 616
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MICS6: Reading comprehension 

Literal questions

o What grade is Paul in?

o What did Paul see on the way home?

o Why did Paul start crying?

Inferential questions

o Where did Paul fall (down)?

o Why was Paul happy?

“Paul is in grade two. One day, Paul was

going home from school. He saw some red

flowers on the way. The flowers were near a

tomato farm. Paul wanted to get some

flowers for his mother.”



11

Children 7-14: Literacy skill 
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MICS6: Math questions

What is this 

number?

Which number 

is bigger? 

How much is (number 

plus number)? 

What number goes in the 

space? 

7 & 5 

11 & 24 

58 & 49 

65 & 67 

146 & 154 
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Children 7-14: numeracy skill 
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Empirical Strategy 

Parental emigration is endogenous

➢ Omitted variable bias could confound estimates due to unobserved 

characteristics of households that influence their decision to migrate

➢ OLS results can be underestimated and/or overestimated  

𝐿𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔_𝑜𝑢𝑡𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑒𝑠𝑖ℎ = β0 + β1𝐴𝑖ℎ + θ𝑋𝑖ℎ + 𝜀𝑖ℎ
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Results, children aged 7-14: school attendance

Attendance 

At least a parent is abroad(=1) 0.000944 0.146**

(0.0206) (0.0578)

Abroad * age -0.0134**

(0.00565)

Controls yes yes

Mean of outcomes (control group) 0.958 0.958

Observations 703 703
Robust standard errors in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Controls: gender, age, numbers of siblings, mother's education, child functionality and area 
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Results, children aged 7-14: foundational skills

Robust standard errors in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Controls: gender, grade, numbers of siblings, mother's education, child functionality and area 

Literacy 

skill

Number 

identification

Number 

discrimination

Numeracy 

skill

At least a parent is 

abroad(=1) 0.0563 0.0629 0.124 -0.0568

(0.128) (0.0894) (0.0919) (0.160)

Abroad * grade -0.000572 -0.0269 -0.0449*** 0.00624

(0.0263) (0.0187) (0.0168) (0.0257)

Other controls Yes Yes Yes Yes

Mean of outcomes 

(control group) 
0.602 0.896 0.828 0.521

Observations 703 703 703 703
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Results, children aged 7-14: intermediate outcomes

Child 

reads 

books

Someone 

reads book 

for child

Numbers 

of books 

Help child 

homework

Hours 

worked in the 

past week

Hours of 

doing house 

chores in the 

past week

At least a parent is 

abroad(=1) 0.211 0.0644 -0.0547 0.0449 -0.283** 0.0776

(0.155) (0.135) (0.159) (0.0853) (0.123) (0.108)

Abroad * grade -0.0403* -0.0220 0.00952 -0.00933 0.0574** -0.0142

(0.0235) (0.0271) (0.0257) (0.00990) (0.0235) (0.0197)

Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Mean of outcomes 

(control group) 0.731 0.534 3.679 0.875 2.192 3.271

Observations 703 703 703 703 703 703

Robust standard errors in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Controls: gender, grade, numbers of siblings, mother's education, child functionality and area 
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Conclusion 

o Examine the impact of abroad parents on educational attainment of 

left-behind children in Tonga using MICS6. 

o MICS-The first survey to measure the foundational literacy and 

numeracy skills of children aged 7-14

o Positive correlation with school attendance and negative correlation 

with school attendance at higher grade.

o Negative relation with literacy skill and numeracy skill (number 

discrimination test)

o Negative relation with several intermediate outcomes (child reads 

books by themselves, someone reads book for child, help child do 

homework) 
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On-going research/ future study  

o Include data for other Pacific countries :

Samoa, Kiribati, Tuvalu

o Panel data analysis if future MICS are done.

o Estimation methods to measure causality

o More heterogenous analysis

✓ One parent compared to both parents migrating

✓ Duration of migration

o Children under five analysis

o On-going project at ADBI



Vinaka vaka levu
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Appendix: Children under5 - Early child development: 

subjective questions 

• Can (name) identify or name at least ten letters of the alphabet?

• Can (name) read at least four simple, popular words?

• Does  (name)  know  the  name  and recognize the symbol of all numbers 
from 1 to 10?

Literacy and 
numeracy 

• Can (name) pick up a small object with two fingers, like a stick 
or a rock from the ground?

• Is (name) sometimes too sick to play?
Physical 

• Does (name) follow simple directions on how to do something 
correctly?

• When given something to do, is (name) able to do it 
independently?

Learning

Social 

emotion

• Does (name) get along well with other children?

• Does (name) kick, bite, or hit other children or adults?

• Does (name) get distracted easily?
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Children under 5: Early Childhood Development by domains 

0 = Parent(s) are not 

abroad 

1 = Parent(s) are 

abroad 
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Children under 5: Early Childhood Development
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Results: Children aged 3-4 

Physical 

domain

Social and 

emotional domain

Literacy and 

numeracy 

domain

Learning 

domain

Children are 

on track

At least a parent is 

abroad(=1) 0.0435*** 0.0887 -0.0366 -0.0170 0.0242

(0.0105) (0.0774) (0.0903) (0.0401) (0.105)

Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Mean of outcome 

variables (control 

group) 0.94 0.36 0.42 0.96 0.61

Observations 433 433 433 433 433

R-squared 0.064 0.028 0.082 0.065 0.053
Robust standard errors in parentheses; Control variables include gender, age, age squared, mother education, urban area, and child 

disability 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Results: Children aged 3-4 (cont.) 

(1) (2)

male female

Children are on track Children are on track

At least a parent is 

abroad(=1) 0.0721 -0.118

(0.111) (0.124)

Controls yes yes

Mean of outcome variables 

(control group) 0.6 0.48

Observations 232 201

R-squared 0.050 0.118
Robust standard errors in parentheses; Control variables include gender, age, age squared, mother education, urban 

area, and child disability  

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1


