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Over the last decade, research 
on the effects of religious 
practice has expanded, and 
now encompasses such areas 
as health, overcoming ad-

dictions, reducing crime, and reforming 
criminals. Cover stories in popular maga-
zines have brought some of this research to 
public notice. For public policy, one of the 
most important potential effects of reli-
gious practice is educational attainment. 
Education is widely recognized as the way 
to maintain the wellbeing of those born 
into the middle class. It is also a powerful 
tool to raise individuals out of poverty. As 
a result, nations have developed long-term 
educational strategies as an integral part 
of their economic development. If religious 
practice were to have a significantly posi-
tive role in education, then the practice of 
religion would have profound implications 
for world economies and societies. 

8is article examines the e9ects of religious prac-
tice on educational performance, and the pathways 
by which religious practice achieves these e9ects, or 
how religious practice impacts educational success.

Educational Impact
For some time, a small but growing body of re-

search has consistently indicated that the frequency 
of religious practice is directly and signi:cantly 
correlated with academic outcomes and educational 
attainment. Several studies have shown that reli-
giously involved students spend more time on their 
homework, work harder in school,1  and achieve 
more as a result.2  

Academic Performance. Religious attendance, a 
key indicator of the role of religion in a person’s life, 
is strongly associated with academic performance. 
Analysis of the National Longitudinal Study of 
Adolescent Health (NLSAH) found that increased 
religious attendance correlates with higher grades.3  
In one study, students who attended religious activi-
ties weekly or more frequently were found to have a 
GPA 14.4 percent higher than students who never 
attended.4  Frequent religious attendance also cor-
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relates with lower dropout rates and greater school 
attachment.5 Looking speci:cally at math and read-
ing scores, students who frequently attend religious 
services scored 2.32 points higher on tests in these 
subjects than their less religiously-involved peers6 
(see !gure 1).

Parents’ religious attendance is also a signi:cant 
indicator: one study found that Dutch students 
who held a strong “Christian worldview” and whose 
families attended religious services scored higher 
academically than those who did not report reli-
gious involvement.7 

Social life that includes or is built around church 
functions (“religious socialization”) and children’s 
involvement in church activities are strong predic-
tors of academic achievement as well. Children in 
Pentecostal families who have greater religious so-
cialization also have increased levels of educational 
attainment, despite being at a lower socioeconomic 
level than peers in other denominations, and having 
a generally lower educational attainment compared 
to the rest of the population.8 Furthermore, those 
who become more religiously involved during high 
school increase their academic ranking.9 A study of 
Iowa families found that religiously involved eighth 
graders will have higher academic competence in 
the twelfth grade.10  

Another study of undergraduates at a small 
secular liberal arts college found a similar associa-
tion among college-age students. More than 75 
percent of students who become more religious 
during their college years achieve above-average 
college performance.11  

Years of Schooling. Students who attend church 
weekly while growing up also have signi:cantly 
more years of total schooling by their early thirties 
than peers who do not attend church at all. 8e 
bene:ts that students receive from weekly worship 
are equivalent to the bene:ts that come from a 
mother and a father that have three and four years 
of extra education, respectively.12  

Christian Smith, director of the National Study 
of Youth and Religion and Professor of Sociology 
at Notre Dame, notes that the in;uence of church 
attendance and favorable perceptions of religion on 
“positive school attitudes” is evident from child-
hood, through late adolescence, and into college.13  

Low frequency of religious attendance strongly 
correlates to a higher public school dropout rate. 
One study found that 19.5 percent of students who 
infrequently worshiped drop out of school, com-
pared to only 9.1 percent of students who attended 
worship often.14  

Impact on 
Disadvantaged Youth 

Religious practice seems to bene:t the education 
of the poor even more than it does that of advan-
taged children. An analysis of the NLSAH found 

that church attendance strengthens educational 
progress among children in high-poverty neighbor-
hoods.15 Mark Regnerus, Professor of Sociology 
at the University of Texas at Austin, reports that 
church attendance also has a more positive impact 
on the academic performance of youths in lower-
income neighborhoods than on the performance 
of their peers in more a<uent neighborhoods (see 
Figure 2).16  

Regnerus draws attention to the fact that religion 
for the advantaged is only one resource among 
many. By contrast, for the poor, the e9ect of reli-
gious practice is signi:cant because it is one of the 
few robust positive in;uences in their lives.17  
8e same study also found that “[a]s the level of 

poverty rises within the neighborhood, the relation-
ship between church attendance and being on-
track in school becomes more positive, indicating a 
uniquely protective in;uence of church attendance 
among youth in more impoverished neighborhoods 
when compared with their devout counterparts in 
more prosperous neighborhoods (See Figure 3).”18  

Other studies con:rm religion’s bene:cial e9ects 
on the academic performance of children in urban 



Fall 2010 3

communities. William Jeynes, Professor of Educa-
tion at California State University Long Beach, 
found that “very religious” high school adolescents 
from urban communities fared better academi-
cally than non-religious adolescents. Furthermore, 
religiosity has a greater impact on educational 
outcomes for urban youth than for non-urban 
youth.19 One possible reason for this e9ect is that 
religious organizations are more accessible in urban 
areas. Religion also acts as a check against the 
distractions of urban neighborhoods that obstruct 
educational achievement.20

Spiritual and religious involvement a9ects 
educational outcomes more than income does. One 
analysis of tenth grade students found that, for both 
black and white students, the impact of pro-social 
values was stronger than the e9ect of socioeconomic 
status on reading and math pro:ciency (44 percent 
greater for white students and 51 percent greater for 
black students).21 8e study also showed that hold-
ing religious values was associated with higher math 
scores for black students.22 According to another 
study, socialization within a religious context has 
a greater positive e9ect on the educational attain-
ment of black youths than either family structure or 
denominational a=liation.23 

How Religious Practice 
Impacts Education
8e bene:cial e9ects of religious practice on 

education are transmitted to the individual student 
through various pathways within the family of ori-
gin, and through peers, the church community, and 
the extended community. 

Values and Norms. Internalized values and 
norms have a signi:cant impact on math and read-
ing scores, both directly24 and indirectly, through 
the e9ect that values have on other school-related 

activities such as homework, watching television, 
and reading.25 Just as secular “personal morality” 
has a positive impact on school attendance,26 so do 
“religious values,” which are among the variables 
that in;uence behaviors outside of school (such as 
watching television less, doing homework more, 
reading, and working for pay). All of these, in turn, 
a9ect high-school students’ achievement.27  

Values also help form an internal “locus of 
control,” which is the presence of established habits 
of discipline and balance in matters of work and 
initiative. Sandra Hanson, Professor of Sociology at 
Catholic University of America, and Alan Gins-
burg, Director of the Policy and Program Studies 
Service within the U.S. Department of Education, 
explain that “[a] high internal locus of control refers 
to the belief that one’s action and e9orts, rather 
than fate or luck” shape the result of one’s e9orts. 
8is belief, in turn, is linked to “the e9ort that 
students put forth and the importance they assign 
to working hard.”28 

In a panel study of Iowa families, Glen Elder, 
Professor of Sociology and Psychology at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and 
Rand Conger, Professor of Psychology, Human 
Growth, and Family Studies at the University of 
California-Davis, conclude that “[r]egular participa-
tion in church services and programs strengthened 
self-concepts of academic achievement, work habits, 
and discipline.”29  

Skills and Habits. Certain habits correlate with 
good school performance, such as attending school 
regularly and spending more time on homework. 
Religious practice helps form these habits, as an 
analysis of inner-city children who escape poverty 
illustrates: “Church-going invariably raises the 
amount of time a youth spends on productive activ-
ity [working, searching for work, traveling to work, 
school-going, housework, and reading].”30  

Religious attendance also appears to boost social 
skills: Elder and Conger report from the Iowa longi-
tudinal study that religiously-involved eighth grad-
ers have greater social skills in the twelfth grade.31 
8ese studies all agree that religious practice (and all 
that comes with it) delivers highly valued habits and 
skills that enhance social life, study, and earnings.

Behavior. One study analyzed the characteristics 
of those who escape poverty and found that church 
attendance powerfully reduces socially deviant 
activity.32 Another showed that while religious 
practice has a positive protective in;uence across 
all income levels, it proves particularly e9ective in 
engendering educational resilience among at-risk 
youths.33  

Even among low-risk, middle-class adolescents, 
religious attendance has a signi:cant e9ect on 
minimizing behavioral risks. One study found that 
adolescents who attended weekly religious services 
were less likely to use drugs or alcohol, to engage in 
delinquent behavior, to get in trouble at school or to 
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have poor grades when compared with their peers 
who attended church less than monthly or not at 
all.34 For many of these youth, church attendance 
“reinforces messages about working hard and stay-
ing out of trouble, orients [youth] toward a positive 
future, and builds a transferable skill-set of commit-
ments and routines.”35  

For youth from more advantaged homes and 
communities, it is the importance they place on 
religion which has the greater impact on positive 
behavioral outcomes, rather than church attendance 
alone. For advantaged students, a high “importance 
of religion” score reduces the likelihood of alcohol 
use, drug use, delinquency, and problem behaviors 
at school.36  

Family In!uence. 8e family helps to generate 
much of the individual human capital reviewed 
above by transferring values, developing a sense 
of autonomy and internal locus of control, and by 
passing on expectations that children will develop 
their talents and habits.37 Chandra Muller and 
Christopher Ellison, both Professors of Sociology 
at the University of Texas at Austin, found that the 
social capital obtained from family and commu-
nity largely, though not entirely, explains the e9ect 
of religious practice on educational attainment.38 
Two studies39 found that religious socialization 
clearly corresponds to the educational attain-
ment of younger blacks. 8ese bene:cial e9ects of 
religious practice on vulnerable youth increase still 
more when the at-risk children have grown up in 
two-parent families.40 Within the religious fam-
ily, parental cohesion adds to these bene:ts, while 
con;ict diminishes them (see Figure 4).41  

Parental Expectations. In a study of secular aca-
demic performance, Hanson and Ginsburg found 
that parental educational expectation was among 
the factors that have the strongest impact on ado-
lescents’ high-school outcomes.42 Smith, moreover, 
found that parents’ church attendance increased 
the probability that their adolescent children knew 
more clearly what their parents expected and that 
their parents would be upset if they were sexually 
involved, used drugs, drank alcohol, got into :ghts, 
or skipped school.43  

Marriage of Parents. Marital stability is another 
form of human capital that advances educational 
attainment, while its opposite—divorce—hinders 
it.44 45 Religious practice plays its part here also. 
Religious heterogamy (when the spouses belong to 
di9erent denominations) increases the likelihood of 
divorce,46 while homogamy (when both spouses are 
members of the same denomination) increases the 
likelihood of marital stability and happiness.47 48

Interestingly, Carmel Chiswick, Professor of 
Economics at the University of Illinois at Chicago, 
found that “[p]eople with high levels of religious 
human capital tend to select spouses who also have 
high levels, forming family units for which the 
home production of religious education is more 

e=cient.”49 8is phenomenon of high homogamy 
and practice seems to be operating in the Ameri-
can home-schooling movement.50 It also leads to 
less con;ict and greater happiness for couples,51 as 
well as better relationships between children and 
parents.52 In turn, this adds to family satisfaction, 
which has a larger e9ect than any of the religious 
variables in protecting against risky behaviors that 
undermine educational attainment.53 Such indirect 
e9ects of religion, mediated through the parents, 
may be stronger than the direct e9ect of religion 
when practiced by the child.

"e Church Community. 8e strong social bonds 
of religious groups can supplement the resources 
available to children, especially those in large fami-
lies, helping them to achieve higher levels of educa-
tion.54 Participation in church activities bene:ts 
children in all neighborhoods of di9erent income-
levels, though it particularly bene:ts children in 

While religious practice 
has a positive protective 
influence across all income 
levels, it proves particularly 
effective in engendering 
educational resilience 
among at-risk youths.
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low-income neighborhoods.55 Interviews with black 
college students found that their religious commu-
nities fostered academic success by providing role 
models and mentors.56

In their longitudinal study of Iowa students, 
Elder and Conger explain the e9ect of the church 
community on adolescent attitudes, expectations 
and academic achievement: 

Surrounded by adults and peers who care about 
worthy accomplishments, religiously-involved youth 
tend to score higher than other adolescents on 
school achievement, social success, con:dence in self, 
and [parents’ report of their] personal maturity…57  

Religious Schools. Worthy of its own in-depth 
review, a signi:cant literature exists detailing the 
strength of Catholic education in advancing the 
academic achievement of its pupils.58 One study 
described the supportive network of such parochial 
and private schools as equivalent to a “social neigh-
borhood” that reduces youths’ risks and promotes 
academic achievement.59 8roughout a large body 
of literature investigating the comparative educa-
tional e9ectiveness of religious and secular schools, 
:ndings such as the following are typical: “Roman 
Catholic students in Catholic-controlled schools are 
more likely to plan for college than Catholic pupils 
in public schools—even if Catholics are in the 
majority at the public school.”60  

In addition, religious schooling has a posi-
tive long-term impact on adolescents’ religiosity, 
especially in high school, and if students receive a 
considerable amount of classroom instruction in 
religion.61 Low-income students in schools that 
“stress academics and religion, possess high student 
morale, and encourage the centrality of religion 
and the development of community of faith” tend 
to be more committed to their faith and church 
than their counterparts in schools that do not have 
such emphases.62  

Conclusion
Overall, religious practice boosts educational 

performance and attainment, especially for low-
income individuals. Regular religious attendance 
can increase the internalization of moral norms and 
values, strengthen an “internal locus of control” and 
habits of discipline. Religious practice, by stabilizing 
parental marriage and by making family life happier, 
increases levels of educational attainment. Close ties 
within congregations expose children to positive 
models that forge paths to success, especially for 
disadvantaged youth. For inner-city youth, religious 
attendance may provide powerful protection against 
delinquent behavior and thus aid in educational 
attainment. For the poor, church congregations are 
one of the few forms of human capital available to 
them and thus are especially advantageous for them. 

When scholars more fully study these di9erent 
impacts of religion, they may :nd that the com-
bined, subtle, multifaceted, deeply embedded nature 
of the religious in;uence on human development 
is quite substantial. Religious practice has a wide-
ranging capacity to boost the academic potential 
of young people, especially for those who need it 
most. 8ough religious practice must be engaged 
in voluntarily for it to produce e9ective educational 
results, those entrusted with the public welfare have 
an interest in protecting and promoting it, if only 
because of its utility to society at large, as illustrated 
here in its impact on education. 

"is is a condensed version of a longer report released 
jointly by the Family Research Council and the North 
Carolina Family Policy Council. Read the full report 
online at ncfamily.org. 

1. Chandra Muller & Christopher G. Ellison, “Religious In-
volvement, Social Capital, and Adolescents’ Academic Progress: 
Evidence from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 
1988,” Sociological Focus 34 (2001): 155-183.
2.  M. J. Donahue & P.L. Benson, “Religion and the Well-Being 
of Adolescents,” Journal of Social Issues, 51 (1995): 145-160.
3.  Mark D. Regnerus & Glen H. Elder, “Religion and Vulner-
ability Among Low-Risk Adolesecents,” Social Science Research 
32 (2003): 633-58 (644, 650); J. L. Glanville, D. Sikkink, & E.I. 
Hernández, “Religious Involvement and Educational Outcomes: 
8e Role of Social Capital and Extracurricular Participation,” 
Sociological Quarterly, 49 (2008): 105–137. Regnerus and Elder 

Patrick F. Fagan, 
Ph.D., is senior 

fellow and director 
of the Marriage and 

Religion Research 
Institute at the Family 

Research Council. For 
a footnoted version of 
this article, please visit 

ncfamily.org.



analyzed 9,200 youth from the National Longitudinal Study 
of Adolescent Health. 8ey also found that each unit increase 
in church attendance decreased the likelihood of getting poor 
grades by 13 percent. 
4.  J. L Glanville, D. Sikkink, & E. I. Hernández, “Religious 
Involvement and Educational Outcomes: 8e Role of Social 
Capital and Extracurricular Participation,” Sociological Quar-
terly 49 (2008): 105–137. 
5.  Ibid.
6.  Mark D. Regnerus, “Shaping Schooling Success: Religious 
Socialization and Educational Outcomes in Metropolitan Public 
Schools,” Journal for the Scienti:c Study of Religion 39, no. 3 
(2000): 363-70.
7.  Annebert Dijkstra & Jules L. Peschar, “Religious Determi-
nants of Academic Attainment in the Netherlands,” Compara-
tive Education Review, Special Issue on Religion 40 (1996): 
47-65 (62).
8.  Diane R Brown & Lawrence E. Gary, “Religious Socializa-
tion and Educational Attainment among African Americans: An 
Empirical Assessment,” 8e Journal of Negro Education 60, no. 
3 (1991): 411-26.
9.  Glen H. Elder, Jr.& Rand D. Conger, Children of the Land: 
Adversity and Success in Rural America (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2000), 161. 8is “Children of the Land” panel 
study consisted of 451 two-parent families.
10.  Ibid., 158. 
11.  David S. Zern, “Some Connections Between Increasing Re-
ligiousness and Academic Accomplishment in a College Popula-
tion,” Adolescence 24, no. 93 (1989): 152. 8is study’s sample 
size was 251. Zern also found that neither past nor present 
religious practice was related to grade point average in college.
12.  L. D. Loury, “Does Church Attendance Really Increase 
Schooling?” Journal for the Scienti:c Study of Religion, 43 
(2004): 119–127.
13.  Christian Smith, “8eorizing Religious A9ects Among 
American Adolescents,” Journal for the Scienti:c Study of Reli-
gion 42 no.1, 2003: 17-30
14.  James S. Coleman, “Social Capital in the Creation of Hu-
man Capital,” American Journal of Sociology 94 (1988), S114.
15.  Mark D. Regnerus, Making the Grade (Center for Research 
on Religion and Urban Civil Society, 2002), 10.
16.  Mark D. Regnerus, “Staying on Track in School: Religious 
In;uences in High- and Low-Risk Settings,” Journal for the 
Scienti:c Study of Religion 42, no. 4 (2003): 633-49 (646).
17.  Regnerus, “Staying on Track in School,” 646.
18.  Mark D. Regnerus, “Making the Grade,” Center for Re-
search on Religion and Urban Civil Society (2002):8.
19.  William Jeynes, “8e E9ect of Religious Commitment on 
the Academic Achievement of Urban and Other Children,” 
Education and Urban Society 36, no. 44, (2003): (44-62) 50. 
20.  Ibid.
21.  Sandra L. Hanson & Alan L. Ginsburg, “Gaining Ground: 
Values and High School Success,” American Educational Re-
search Journal 25, no. 3 (1988): 334-65. 8eir study consisted of 
a national sample of 30,000 10th-grade students from the “High 
School and Beyond” surveys of 1980 and 1982.
22.  Ibid., 360.
23.  Diane R. Brown & Lawrence E. Gary, “Religious Socializa-
tion and Educational Attainment among African Americans: An 
Empirical Assessment,” 8e Journal of Negro Education 60, no. 
3 (1991): 411-26.
24.  Hanson & Ginsburg, “Gaining Ground.”
25.  Ibid.

26.  Robin D. Perrin, “American Religion in the Post-Aquarian 
Age: Values and Demographic Factors in Church Growth and 
Decline,” Journal for the Scienti:c Study of Religion 28, no. 1 
(1989): (75-89), 80.
27.  Hanson & Ginsburg, “Gaining Ground,” 349.
28.  Hanson & Ginsburg, “Gaining Ground,” 336.
29.  Elder & Conger, Children of the Land, 158.
30.  Richard B. Freeman, “Who Escapes? 8e Relation of 
Church-Going and Other Background Factors to the Socio-
Economic Performance of Black Male Youths from Inner-City 
Poverty Tracts,” NBER Working Paper, no. 1656 (1985): 11.
31.  Ibid., 161.
32.  Freeman, “Who Escapes,” 12.
33.  Regnerus, “Staying on Track in School,” 646.
34.  Mark D. Regnerus & Glen H. Elder, “Religion and Vulner-
ability among Low-Risk Adolescents,” Social Science Research 
32 (2003): 644.
35.  Ibid., 643-646.
36.  Ibid., 650.
37.  Hanson & Ginsburg, “Gaining Ground,” 356.
38.  Muller & Ellison, “Religious Involvement, Social Capital, 
and Adolescents’ Academic Progress,” 167, 169.
39.  Brown & Gary, “Religious Socialization and Educational 
Attainment among African Americans,” 411-26. AND Regn-
erus, “Staying on Track in School,” (640).
40.  Mark D. Regnerus, “Religion and Positive Adolescent Out-
comes: A Review of Research and 8eory,” Review of Religious 
Research, 44, no. 4 (2003): 401.
41.  Gene H. Brody, Zolinda Stoneman, & Douglas Flor, “Pa-
rental Religiosity, Family Processes, and Youth Competence in 
Rural, Two-Parent African American Families,” Developmental 
Psychology 32, no. 4 (1996): (696-706), 701.
42.  Hanson & Ginsburg, “Gaining Ground,”356. 
43.  Christian Smith, “Religious Participation and Parental Mor-
al Expectations and Supervision of American Youth,” Reviews of 
Religious Research 44, no. 4 (2003): (414-424), 418.
44.  Anguiano P. V. Ruben, “Families and Schools: 8e E9ect of 
Parental Involvement on High School Completion,” Journal of 
Family Issues 25, no. 1 (2004): 61-85.
45.  Timothy J. Biblarz & Greg Gottainer, “Family Structure and 
Children’s Success: A Comparison of Widowed and Divorced 
Single-Mother Families,” Journal of Marriage and Family 62, 
(2000): 533-48.
46.  Evelyn L. Lehrer, “Religion as a Determinant of Marital 
Fertility,” Journal of Population Economics, 9 (2) (1996): 173-96.
47.  Tim B. Heaton & Edith L. Pratt, “8e E9ects of Religious 
Homogamy on Marital Satisfaction and Stability,” Journal of 
Family Issues 11(1990): 191-207.
48.  Evelyn L. Lehrer & Carmel U. Chiswick, “Religion as a 
Determinant of Marital Stability,” Demography 30, no. 3 (1993): 
385-404.
49.  Carmel U. Chiswick, “An Economic Perspective on Reli-
gious Education: Complements and Substitutes in a Human 
Capital Portfolio” (Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA) DP 
no. 1456, January 2005): 14.
50.  Lawrence M. Rudner, “Achievement and Demographics 
of Home School Students: 1998,” Education Policy Analysis 
Archives 7, no. 8 (1999):1-33. 
51.  V.R.A. Call & T.B. Heaton, “Religious In;uence on Marital 
Stability,” Journal for the Scienti:c Study of Religion 36, (1997): 
382-92.
52.  Elder & Conger, Children of the Land, 161.

Family North Carolina6



53.  Regnerus 7 Elder, “Religion and Vulnerability.”
54.  R. Wuthnow, “Mobilizing Civic Engagement: 8e Chang-
ing Impact of Religious Involvement,” in Civic Engagement in 
American democracy, ed. T. Skocpol and M. Fiorina (Washing-
ton, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1999), 331-66.
55.  Regnerus, “Shaping Schooling Success,” 367.
56.  Cheron By:eld, “8e Impact of Religion on the Educational 
Achievement of Black Boys: A UK and USA Study,” British 
Journal of Sociology of Education 29, no. 2 (2008): 189-199.
57.  Elder/Conger, pg. 161
58.   Mavis Grovenia Sanders, “Breaking the Cycle of Reproduc-
tion: 8e E9ect of Communities, Families, and Schools, on the 
Academic Achievement of Urban African American Youth,” 
PhD diss., Stanford University, 1995 (154); Coleman, J.S. & T. 
Ho9er, “Public and Private Schools: 8e Impact of Communi-
ties,” New York: Basic Books, 1987. 
59.  Frank F. Furstenberg , Jr. et al., “Looking Ahead: Patterns of 
Success in Late Adolescence,” in Managing to Make It: Urban 
Families and Adolescent Success (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1999), 222.
60.  A. Lewis Rhodes & Charles B. Nam, “8e Religious 
Context of Educational Expectations,” American Sociological 
Review 35, no. 2 (1970): (253-267), 264.
61.  B. Spilka, R.W. Hood Jr., &  R. L. Gorsuch, “8e Psychol-
ogy of Religion: An Empirical Approach,” (1985), Englewood 
Cli9s, N.J.: Prentice-Hall.
62.  Peter L. Benson, Michael J. Donahue, &Joseph A. Erickson, 
“Adolescence and Religion: A Review of the Literature from 
1970 to 1986,” Research in the Social Scienti:c Study of Reli-
gion 1 (1989): (153-181), 167.

Fall 2010 7


