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category both among those not with a college-graduate parent and among those with a 
college-graduate parent.

The pattern of mean differences by family structure can be compared for the two 
groups by taking the difference in the differences. This calculation shows that the 
mean differences by family structure are more negative in the college-graduate-parent 
category than in the not-college-graduate-parent category. The differences in the dif-
ferences show whether there is interaction. The idea of interaction, then, is simply that 
mean differences on the first independent variable are conditional on the second inde-
pendent variable.

Another way to compare is to switch which variable is used as the “conditioning” 
variable. Since the parental education variable was the conditioning variable in Table 6.2, 
I use family structure as the conditioning variable in Table 6.3.

Table 6.3 shows that although those not with a college-graduate parent have a lower 
math score than those with a college-graduate parent, the difference is less in the  
biological-parent/stepparent and single-parent categories than in the two-biological- 
parent category. These differences in differences are shown in the last column.

Note that the differences in differences are the same for when I use the parental 
education variable as the conditioning variable as when I use the family structure 

Table 6.2 � Differences in Mean Math Scores by Family Structure and 
College-Graduate Parent

Family Structure Not College Grad. College Grad.
Difference in 
Differences

Two Bio. — — —

Bio./Step. −1.09 −2.56 −1.47

Single −1.08 −1.84 −.76

Other Fam. −2.32 −2.45 −.13

Family Structure Not College Grad. College Grad. Total

Two Bio. 49.27 56.28 52.88

Bio./Step. 48.18 53.72 50.32

Single 48.19 54.44 50.14

Other Fam. 46.95 53.83 49.10

Total 48.59 55.54 51.63

Table 6.1 � Mean Math Scores by Family Structure and  
College-Graduate Parent


