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less likely than other  respondents to have come from a 
two-parent household (65% vs. 82%).

Early sexual initiators also had lower NELS test scores, 
GPAs and educational expectations than others. In addi-
tion, they were more likely to report having ever used 
tobacco or having ever been held back a grade, and they 
had poorer school and class attendance. These differences 
reinforce concerns that the associations between early sex 
and educational attainment could be spurious.

We also found differences between the groups in family 
formation variables. Fifteen percent of young women who 
had engaged in early sex married prior to their expected 
high school graduation date, whereas only 5% of those 
who had not had early sex married before then. Similarly, 
those who had engaged in early sex were more likely than 
those who had not to have a baby before their expected 
high school graduation date (8% vs. 4%), although they 
were less likely than those who had not had early sex to 
marry between their expected college enrollment and 
graduation dates (18% vs. 28%). The two groups were 
similar for the other family formation outcomes—mar-
riage or childbirth between expected high school gradua-
tion and college enrollment dates, and childbirth between 
expected college enrollment and college graduation 
dates—suggesting that a strong association between early 
sex, marriage and parenthood occurs mainly prior to high 
school graduation.

Multivariate Analyses
The fi rst logistic regression model showed that the rela-
tionship between early sex and high school graduation 
withstood statistical controls for time-invariant back-
ground characteristics (Table 2). Even after we controlled 
for race and ethnicity and socioeconomic status, the odds 
of high school graduation among young women who had 
engaged in early sex were only 32% of those among 
women who had not had early sex. 

In the second model, GPA was positively associated with 
high school graduation (odds ratio, 2.5), but the addition 
of this and the NELS score to the model barely altered the 
relationship between early sex and graduation.

The third model revealed that the odds that a young 
woman completed high school were reduced among 
respondents who had had poor school attendance (odds 
ratio, 0.6) or had been held back a grade (0.3). The odds 
were elevated, however, among those who had had a more 
favorable attitude toward the possibility of pursing educa-
tion beyond high school (1.2 for each one-unit increase in 
the scale score). When these possible confounders were 
added to the model, the odds of completing high school 
for young women who had had early sex changed only 
slightly and remained statistically signifi cant (0.4).

The fi nal model added measures of marriage and child-
bearing prior to the expected high school graduation date. 
Both were associated with reduced odds of high school 
graduation (odds ratios, 0.1–0.3). With these variables in 
the equation, the odds of graduation among young women 

who had engaged in early sex remained substantially lower 
than those among young women who had not had early 
sex (0.4). We conclude that early academic performance, 
behavior, marriage and childbearing explain only a mod-
est share of the association between early sex and high 
school graduation.

Repeating this analysis for postsecondary enrollment 
revealed that most of the social and demographic variables 
were associated with enrollment in the fi rst model 
(Table 3). The odds of enrollment were lower among 
young women who had had early sex than among those 
who had not (odds ratio, 0.5), although the magnitude of 
the reduction was not as large as it was in the correspond-
ing model for high school graduation. 

Many of the variables in models 2, 3 and 4 were associ-
ated with postsecondary enrollment, and controlling for 
these variables diminished the relationship between early 
sex and enrollment. By model 3, early sex was no longer a 
signifi cant predictor of postsecondary enrollment, and the 
relationship remained nonsignifi cant in model 4. However, 

TABLE 3. Odds ratios from logistic regression analysis examining associations 
 between selected characteristics and enrollment in postsecondary school

Characteristic Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Early sex 0.53** 0.59* 0.67 0.70

Social and demographic
Race and ethnicity

White (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Hispanic 1.64** 1.81** 1.80** 1.77**
Black 1.77* 2.01** 1.48 1.18
Asian  7.71*** 6.39*** 7.12*** 7.00***

Socioeconomic status‡ 4.67*** 3.72*** 3.20*** 3.08***
Two-parent household 1.14 1.12 1.06 1.11
Older sibling dropped out of H.S.    

Yes 0.51** 0.58** 0.67 0.66
No 1.25 1.31 1.37* 1.35*
No older sibling (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

    
Academic achievement    
NELS exam score‡ .na 1.49** 1.44** 1.46**
Grade point average‡ .na 1.73*** 1.44*** 1.41***

Academic expectations 
Will complete H.S.‡ .na .na 1.03 1.06
Will continue beyond H.S.‡ .na .na 1.48*** 1.45***

Behavioral
Weak parental monitoring .na .na 0.96 0.99
Early tobacco use .na .na 0.75 0.81
Behavioral problems in school‡ .na .na 1.01 1.00
School attendance‡ .na .na 0.72 0.70
Class attendance‡ .na .na 0.99 1.00
Ever held back in school .na .na 0.60** 0.69
    
Family formation
Before expected H.S. graduation date

Married .na .na .na 0.35***
Had child  .na .na .na 1.40

Between expected H.S. graduation and
college enrollment dates

Married .na .na .na 0.40***
Had child  .na .na .na 0.80

Wald statistic 47.33*** 44.17*** 25.22*** 24.78***

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. ‡Continuous variable. Notes: All measures are dichotomous unless otherwise indi-
cated. Odds ratios for continuous variables represent changes in odds per one-unit increase in the measure. 
H.S.=high school. NELS=National Educational Longitudinal Study.  na=not applicable.


