
Volume 41, Number 4, December 2009 247

 notifi ed about their behavior. Response options varied 
from never to two or more times. These items were stan-
dardized and scaled (alpha=0.77).

School attendance and class attendance were measured 
using student responses. Youth were asked how many 
times in the fi rst semester of the current school year their 
parents had received a warning about their attendance; 
responses were coded on a scale from 0 (never) to 2 (more 
than twice). They were also asked how often (with no time 
frame  specifi ed) they skipped class; the four possible 
responses were coded from 0 (never/almost never) to 
3 (daily).

Finally, both students and parents were asked if the stu-
dent had ever been held back a grade. The responses were 
recoded into a single dichotomous measure in which stu-
dents were classifi ed as having been held back if they, their 
parents, or both gave an affi rmative response.
�Mediators. We created a series of dichotomous family 
formation variables using dates of marriage and childbirth 
obtained during the fi nal wave of data collection. 
Respondents were classifi ed as having married before their 
expected high school graduation date or as having had a 
baby before their expected graduation date if those events 
occurred before June 1992, the timely graduation date for 
this cohort. Similarly, the measures for marriage and child-
birth between expected high school graduation and 
expected postsecondary enrollment dates indicate whether 
respondents reported having married or having had a 
child between July 1992 and August 1994. These mea-
sures allowed a window of two years for enrollment 
because some young people do not enroll in the months 
immediately after high school graduation; lower income 
students, for example, often defer college for a year or two 
in order to work to pay for school.36 Finally, young women 
were classifi ed as having married or having had a child 
before the expected date of college graduation if they 
reported that those events had occurred between Sep-
tember 1994 and August 1998. Although these dates allow 
a young woman six years after the average high school 
graduation year to complete her college degree, the mea-
sure may count women who formed a family after com-
pleting their degree. Women who gave birth in 1997, for 
example, were classifi ed as having had a baby before their 
expected college graduation date, even though many 
would have already attained a college degree. 

Analytic Strategy
We began by examining descriptive differences in educa-
tional, social, demographic and behavioral variables 
between females who had engaged in early sex and those 
who had not. We used chi-square tests to assess differ-
ences in categorical variables, and two-sample t tests for 
differences in continuous variables.

Next, we used STATA 9.0 to estimate weighted logistic 
regression models examining the relationships of early 
sexual behavior with high school graduation, postsecond-
ary enrollment and college completion. Because NELS 

TABLE 1. Selected characteristics of young women 
participating in the 2000 wave of the National Educational 
Longitudinal Study (NELS), according to whether they had 
engaged in early sex

Characteristic Early sex No early sex
 (N=379) (N=4,234)

Education
Graduated from H.S.  63.9** 86.8
Enrolled in college 67.1** 83.3
Graduated from college 17.0** 38.5
  
Social and demographic   
Race and ethnicity  

White 68.7† 82.5
Hispanic 13.5 11.7
Black 17.1 10.2
Asian  0.7 2.7

Socioeconomic status (mean z-score)  –0.35 (0.70)** –0.05 (0.78)
Two-parent household 65.4** 82.5
Older sibling dropped out of H.S.  

Yes 3.3 5.2
No 5.3 6.1
No older sibling 91.4 88.8

  
Academic achievement
NELS exam (mean z-score) –0.22 (0.85)** 0.03 (0.94)
Grade point average (mean z-score)  –0.27 (1.00)** 0.11 (1.00)
  
Academic expectations  
Will complete H.S. (mean z-score) –0.18 (1.02)** 0.07 (0.88)
Will continue beyond H.S.

(mean z-score) –0.20 (1.01)** 0.12 (0.94)
  
Behavioral
Weak parental monitoring 14.4 11.4
Early tobacco use 14.6** 4.4
Behavioral problems in

school (mean z-score) 0.12 (0.87)** –0.22 (0.68)
School attendance (mean) 0.21 (0.45)** 0.09 (0.35)
Class attendance (mean) 0.16 (0.40)** 0.08 (0.33)
Ever held back in school 19.0* 11.6
  
Family formation
Before expected H.S. graduation date

Married 15.0** 5.2
Had child  8.2* 4.3

Between expected H.S. graduation 
and college enrollment dates

Married 9.2 11.1
Had child 7.6 4.7

Between expected college
enrollment and graduation dates 

Married  17.7* 27.5
Had child  21.0 17.7

*p<.05. **p<.01. †Overall percentage distribution differs at p<.05. Notes:  Data 
are weighted percentages unless otherwise noted.  Values in parentheses are 
standard deviations. All measures were assessed at baseline (1988), except 
early sex (1994) and education (2000). Expected dates of H.S. graduation, 
college enrollment and college graduation were June 1992, August 1994 
and August 1998, respectively. Percentage distributions may not total 100.0 
because of rounding. H.S.=high school.

used a stratifi ed multistage sampling design with unequal 
probabilities of selection, we used STATA’s “svy”  command 
and related options to obtain corrected point estimates 
and standard errors. Suitable postestimation tests for 
weighted data and the “svy” command in STATA are lack-
ing, so we used Fisher’s Wald statistic to assess model fi t. 
These analytic techniques did not allow us to make a reli-
able estimate of explained variance.

Our approach to model specifi cation was driven by the 
need to address an important limitation of using NELS to 


