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dividing the sample by age at first birth: either before age
18 or afterward. We extracted the data related to this ques-
tion from the NLSY data set for 1982–1990. Women who
had their second birth before age 20 were considered to
have engaged in repeat early childbearing. 
•Cognitive ability. Between June and October of 1980, when
the respondents were aged 15–23, more than 94% of the
NLSY cohort completed the Armed Services Vocational Ap-
titude Battery, a test designed by the U.S. military to mea-
sure 10 areas of knowledge and skill. As in previous stud-
ies using the NLSY data,15 we based cognitive ability on a
composite score derived from the sum of four of the 10 sub-
tests: arithmetic reasoning, math knowledge, word knowl-
edge and paragraph comprehension. Norms for the com-
posite measure—the Armed Forces Qualifications Test
(AFQT) score—are based on persons who are at least 17

years old; scores for younger respondents may not be psy-
chometrically correct. However, a ranking of cognitive abil-
ity will be correct among respondents with the same birth
year, even if they are younger than 17. To assure compara-
bility of AFQT scores, the study design included matching
respondents by age.*

We followed procedures developed by the Department
of Defense to compute the composite AFQT standard scores
and the resulting percentile rankings in the NLSY data. Ex-
ploratory analysis of the cognitive ability percentile rank-
ings revealed a large right-skewed distribution associated
with oversampling techniques in the NLSY study design.
Hence, we used the percentile rankings only for descrip-
tive analysis. For inferential analysis, we divided our study
sample into quartiles that reflected the range of cognitive
scores: The first quartile includes the one-fourth of re-
spondents corresponding to the first to 10th percentiles of
cognitive scores for the NLSY sample (lowest cognitive abil-
ity); the second and third quartiles include the one-fourth
corresponding to percentiles 11–24 and 25–48 for the over-
all sample, respectively; and the fourth quartile includes
the one-fourth corresponding to percentiles 50–99 (high-
est cognitive ability).
•Reproductive and social variables. We examined the fol-
lowing reproductive and social variables associated with early
childbearing: age at first sexual intercourse, participation in
a sexuality education course, ability to correctly identify when
pregnancy is most likely during the menstrual cycle, edu-
cational expectations (as measured by the number of years
of school respondents expected to attend),† poverty status
and self-esteem. Poverty status was a dichotomous measure
based on a single item—family poverty status in 1978, when
most respondents still resided in the parental home. Self-
esteem was based on scores from the 10-item Rosenberg Self-
Esteem Scale, administered to respondents in 1979.16

Analytic Approach
We examined the relationship between each explanatory
variable and the two outcome variables to determine the
strength of each and to identify variables to include in the
multivariate analysis. To examine the distributions of risk
factors among women with and without teenage births, we
used chi-square analysis for nominal and categorical vari-
ables; continuous and ordinal measures were examined
with two sample t-tests. We conducted bivariate analyses
using simple logistic models for identified risk factors for
early childbearing and for second birth before the age of
20; variables that were significant at p<.10 were included
in the multivariate analyses.17

To examine the risk of early childbearing and to deter-
mine which factors, in the presence of the others, place a
woman at highest risk for having a birth before age 18, we
created multiple logistic regression models using a back-
ward elimination process; the final model included only
variables that were significant at p<.10. Results are expressed
as odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals.18 We used
the same procedures to examine the risk of having a sec-
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*The psychometric properties of both the complete test and the AFQT are
well documented, and the research suggests that differences in these scores
predict performance in military and in civilian life (source: Bock RD and
Mislevy RJ, Data Quality Analysis of the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude
Battery, Chicago: National Opinion Research Center, 1981; and Bock RD and
Moore EGJ, Advantage and Disadvantage: A Profile of American Youth, Hills-
dale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1986). The AFQT is highly corre-
lated with a range of other cognitive tests, including the Wechsler, revised
Wechsler and Stanford Binet. The magnitude of correlation between the
AFQT and classic IQ tests is as high as or higher than the observed corre-
lation of these traditional IQ tests with each other (source: Herrnstein RJ
and Murray C, 1994, reference 15).

†The NLSY collected little information on respondents’ perceptions of and
expectations for the future. The questions related to respondents’ expec-
tations for their educational future were asked in 1979. Given that educa-
tional expectations were measured at a different time than when birth of
a first child was reported, we assume that this variable was differentially
distributed in the sample. Independent of cognitive or childbearing sta-
tus, responses may have differed, but not in a significant way.

TABLE 1. Means (and standard deviations) and percentages reflecting cognitive,
reproductive and social characteristics of women in case-control studies of early and
repeat early childbearing, National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY), 1979–1990

Characteristic Early Repeat

Cases Controls χ2 or t Cases Controls χ2 or t
(N=706) (N=1,383) (N=336) (N=379)

Cognitive
Mean score as NLSY

percentile rank 21.6 (25.5) 37.0 (26.9) 15.0*** 18.2 (16.8) 24.6 (20.0) 4.6***
% in first quartile 38.0 17.0 na 46.0 32.0 na
% in second quartile 28.0 26.0 na 26.0 29.0 na
% in third quartile 23.0 25.0 na 21.0 25.0 na
% in fourth quartile 11.0 32.0 163.9*** 7.0 15.0 21.6***

Reproductive
Mean age at first sex

(range, 9–26 yrs.) 15.2 (1.2) 17.5 (1.9) 32.2*** 14.9 (1.2) 15.5 (1.1) 6.5***
% who had sexuality

education 47.0 65.0 13.2*** 43.9 49.9 ns
% with right answer

to pregnancy question 25.2 36.4 26.6*** 22.2 27.9 ns

Social
Mean yrs. of expected

schooling (range, 1–18) 12.1 (2.3) 14.1 (2.2) 18.8*** 11.6 (2.3) 12.5 (2.2) 4.9***
Mean self-esteem score

(range, 15–32) 23.7 (2.3) 23.8 (2.2) ns 23.6 (2.4) 23.8 (2.3) ns
% in poverty 48.0 30.8 105.6*** 57.4 51.8 ns

***p<.001. Notes: Early childbearing is defined as having a first birth before age 18; repeat early childbearing is
defined as having a first birth before age 18 and a second birth before age 20. Percentages were compared through
chi-square analyses, means through t-tests. na=not applicable. ns=not significant.


