International Journal of Academic and Applied Research (IJAAR)
ISSN: 2643-9603
Vol. 9 Issue 9 September - 2025, Pages: 34-35

Parental Stress, Mental Health, and Children’s School
Performance in Single-Parent Urban Families in Uganda

Mugisa James, Asingwire Richard, Kukundakwe Rebecca, Kisembo John, Anumaka ljeoma, Businge Janice

Makerere University

Abstract: Single-parent households in urban areas face significant stressors that shape parental mental health and, in turn,
children’s educational outcomes. Urban living amplifies financial strain, time poverty, and social isolation, producing elevated risks
for psychological distress among single caregivers. This review synthesizes literature from 20102025 on the relationship between
parental stress, mental health, and children’s academic performance in single-parent urban families. Anchored in Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological Systems Theory and resilience models, the review identifies economic precarity, housing instability, childcare deficits,
and weak social support networks as central stressors. Findings show consistent associations between parental stress and children s
socioemotional adjustment, school attendance, and academic achievement. Interventions that integrate mental-health supports with
economic and childcare programs demonstrate greater effectiveness than isolated measures. Recommendations emphasize school-
based wraparound services, accessible parental counseling, and multi-level policy frameworks to support both caregivers and
children.
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Introduction

Urban centers present paradoxical contexts for single-parent families. While cities provide access to employment opportunities,
schools, and services, they also impose high costs of living, fragmented community networks, and intense time demands. These
conditions produce cumulative stress for single parents, particularly mothers, who bear sole responsibility for household upkeep and
children’s educational needs (Parolin, 2022).

Parental stress and mental health are increasingly recognized as critical mediators of children’s educational outcomes. Elevated stress
can reduce parental consistency, emotional availability, and capacity to monitor or support schoolwork, with measurable
consequences for children’s socioemotional adjustment and academic performance (Amato, 2015). This review focuses on the
interplay between parental stress, caregiver mental health, and children’s schooling in urban single-parent families, aiming to
consolidate evidence and identify implications for policy and practice.

Methodology

This is a narrative integrative review of literature between 2010 and 2025. Sources included peer-reviewed journal articles,
systematic reviews, and policy reports identified through PubMed, Scopus, and Google Scholar. Search terms included single
parents, urban poverty, parental stress, mental health, and school performance. Inclusion criteria:

Focus on single-parent households in urban/metropolitan contexts; Outcomes related to parental stress, caregiver mental health, or
child school performance; Published in English.

Exclusion criteria: purely rural-focused studies, or studies addressing marital conflict without reference to single-parenthood.
Theoretical Framework

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory frames the multi-layered interactions between urban contexts (macrosystem: policy,
labor markets; exosystem: neighborhoods, housing, childcare availability; microsystem: family dynamics).

Resilience Theory and Cumulative Risk Models provide tools to understand how protective factors (community support, school
engagement, mental-health services) moderate the negative impacts of stress.
Literature Review

Economic Stressors and Mental Health: Single parents in cities disproportionately experience poverty, low wages, and income
instability. These conditions heighten chronic stress, often leading to anxiety and depression. Parolin (2022) found that material
hardship strongly predicted caregiver psychological distress, which in turn affected children’s educational engagement.

Housing and Neighborhood Insecurity: High housing costs force frequent moves and neighborhood instability, exacerbating
parental stress and children’s school disruptions. Silva-Laya (2020) shows that urban poverty compounds instability, contributing
to academic discontinuity and behavioral challenges.
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Time Poverty and Childcare Burdens: Nonstandard work schedules and lack of affordable childcare add to parental exhaustion and
stress. Waxman (2025) reports that childcare scarcity undermines single parents’ capacity to provide consistent home learning
support, indirectly lowering academic performance.

Psychological Strain and Parenting Behaviors: Amato (2015) highlights that parental stress manifests as inconsistent routines,
reduced warmth, and limited educational engagement—all critical predictors of children’s school readiness and achievement.

School and Institutional Supports: Cartwright (2023) emphasizes that schools offering wraparound supports (counseling, after-
school programs, parent liaisons) mitigate the negative cycle by buffering both parental stress and children’s learning outcomes.

Findings

Parental stress is strongly correlated with children’s academic performance, particularly attendance, homework completion, and test
scores (Amato, 2015).

Caregiver depression and anxiety are linked to behavioral problems in children, which affect classroom engagement (Parolin, 2022).
Time poverty and unstable childcare intensify parental stress, lowering parent-school involvement (Waxman, 2025).

Wraparound school supports and parental counseling programs reduce stress, improving both parent wellbeing and student
performance (Cartwright, 2023).

Discussion

The findings reveal a cyclical relationship: economic precarity and housing stress heighten parental psychological distress, which
undermines caregiving consistency and reduces children’s capacity to thrive academically. Bronfenbrenner’s framework underscores
how macrosystem pressures (housing markets, labor policies) cascade into microsystem outcomes (parent stress and child learning).

Resilience theory suggests that protective factors—social capital, supportive schools, accessible mental-health resources—can
interrupt this cycle. Programs that combine financial assistance with counseling and school-based supports are particularly effective,
as they address both structural and psychological dimensions simultaneously.

Conclusion

Parental stress and mental health are pivotal determinants of children’s educational success in urban single-parent families. Economic
and housing instability, childcare deficits, and time poverty all converge to strain caregivers’ wellbeing, which directly affects school
performance outcomes. Interventions must therefore target both economic and psychological dimensions.

Recommendations

Mental health integration: Establish school-community partnerships that provide counseling and stress-management programs for
single parents.

Childcare expansion: Subsidize flexible childcare options aligned with nonstandard urban work schedules.

School-based supports: Fund wraparound services including homework clubs, after-school care, and parent engagement liaisons.
Housing stability: Prioritize housing support for single-parent households to reduce school disruptions.

Policy packages: Integrate income support with mental-health and educational interventions for comprehensive impact.
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