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Abstract

The years of schooling in Malawi varies across birth months substantially and consis-

tently, at least over thirty years. Those who were born in the second half of each year

have 1.6 years longer of schooling than those who were born in the first half of each

year. The difference is substantial given that the average number of years of schooling

in Malawi is six years. This pattern is persistent in different times, geographic loca-

tions, and different demographic groups. The availability of food across months and

the variation of birth weight across birth months do not match the variation in the

number of years of schooling across birth months. Compulsory education law does not

explain this pattern either.

To explain the pattern of years of schooling across birth months, we propose a

selection mechanism hypothesis that among individuals who were born or who were to

be born in the second half of each year, only those who have high innate ability could

survive the malnutrition during pregnancy and the periods after birth. This implies

that those who were born in the second half of each year and those who are alive now

have higher innate ability on average than those who were born in the first half of the

year. To prove our hypothesis, we show that the number of alive individuals who were

born in the first half of each year is 2.5 times larger than the number of alive individuals

who were born in the second half of each year. Second, we regress each persons years of

schooling on his or her parents birth months controlling for each persons birth month

and parents education. We show that the number of years of schooling of children

whose parents were born in the second half of each year is longer than those of children

whose parents were born in the first half of each year even after controlling various

demographic characteristics. This result shows that individuals who were born in the

last half of each year survived severe malnutrition and have higher innate ability.

In addition, our results suggest that half of each cohort who were born in the 2nd

half of each year eventually die when they become adult in Malawi. Such an unusual

pattern of mortality is quite rare. It suggests that intensive research is needed to

undercover the possible cause of this pattern of mortality for a humanitarian point of

view.


