
of schooling than do late childbearers.
Consistent with the revisionist argument,
however, early childbearers are more dis-
advantaged than delayed childbearers to
begin with: They have more siblings, their
mothers have less education, they are more
likely to be black and they are more likely
to have grown up in a female-headed fam-
ily. It is important to control for these
known differences in examining the effects
of early childbearing on schooling. 

Effects of Early Childbearing on Schooling
Our first multivariate analyses examine
the effect of an early birth on later school-
ing (Table 2, page 263). All models include
controls for period of first birth, race, num-
ber of siblings, mother’s education, fam-
ily structure and maternal employment at
age 14, and region. 

The two data sets yield remarkably sim-
ilar results. The first panel of the table in-
dicates that women with a teenage birth

are similar, with about one-third of re-
spondents living in the South. 

Differences are limited to the charac-
teristics of the woman’s family during her
youth. According to available data (100%
for the NLSY; 62% for the PSID), the pro-
portion living with the mother alone at age
14 is slightly lower in the NLSY (13%) than
in the PSID (16%), and the proportion with
two parents is slightly higher (85% vs.
82%). The level of maternal employment
at age 14 is higher in the PSID than in the
NLSY (60% vs. 55%). A dummy variable
is included in the regressions to adjust for
missing information.

The table also shows differences in the
characteristics of young women according
to the timing of their first birth. Early child-
bearers have fewer mean completed years

complete 1.9–2.2 fewer years of schooling
than a woman with no birth by age 30. A
birth also reduces the completed school-
ing of women in their early 20s (by 1.1–1.3
years). There is no significant difference
in completed schooling between women
who first give birth in their late 20s and
those who have not had a child by age 30.

The NLSY and the PSID also yield sim-
ilar results for completion of high school
and completion of some college. Teenage
childbearing is associated with greatly re-
duced odds of completing high school and
of attending college in both samples. Com-
pared with women who give birth at age
30 or older, teenage mothers have odds of
high school completion 10–12% as high
and odds of postsecondary schooling
14–29% as high. Having a birth in the early
20s is also associated with reduced
chances of completing high school and
completing some college.

These results do not take into account
the possibility that unmeasured differ-
ences between families with early and
later childbearers may explain differences
in schooling. To examine this issue, we
conduct a parallel analysis in which we
limit the sample to sisters. 

Within- Versus Between-Family Estimates
Although the sample including only sis-
ters does not vary much from the sample
of all women, the matched, within-fami-
ly sister sample is quite a bit different. A
smaller proportion are white, the moth-
er’s education is lower, the number of sib-
lings is larger, family income when the re-
spondent was 14 is lower, and the young
woman was more likely to live with only
her mother at age 14. Given that families
with more than one daughter are larger,
on average, they are more likely to be eco-
nomically disadvantaged.
•High school completion. In the between-fam-
ily analysis (based on the sample including
all sisters), older teenage childbearers are
significantly less likely to complete high
school than women giving birth in their 30s
or later (odds ratio of 0.49), and younger
teenage mothers are even less likely to do
so (0.30, Table 3, page 263). In the within-
family comparison, the coefficients are
smaller, and the effects of an early or late
teenage birth on high school completion are
no longer statistically significant. 

Matched sisters are much less likely
than women in the full sample to have a
first birth at 25 or older. Sisters who have
a birth at 30 or older tend to be clustered
in their early 30s rather than distributed
more broadly in that age-group.* This
anomaly affects our results. When the ref-
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Table 4. Selected mean values, and percentage distribution of PSID respondents, by selected
characteristics, all according to schooling outcome and sample

Characteristic High school completed Some college completed

All women All sisters Matched All women All sisters Matched
(N=4,998) (N=2,497) sisters (N=4,712) (N=2,316) sisters

(N=690) (N=941)

MEANS
No. of siblings 2.8 3.4 4.4 2.9 3.6 4.3
Family income at age 14 ($) 22,155 24,184 17,722 23,733 22,773 22,204
Mother’s mean yrs. of schooling 11.8 11.6 10.6 11.8 11.6 11.4

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTIONS
Age at first birth
<18 9.4 11.1 23.3 9.4 11.2 11.6
18�19 12.6 13.2 21.3 13.0 13.9 16.5
20�24 25.9 22.6 20.0 27.2 24.2 25.2
25�29 15.7 14.5 8.7 16.6 15.6 16.1
≥30 36.4 38.5 26.6 33.8 35.1 30.5

Completed high school/some college
Yes 88.5 86.3 55.8 54.4 50.6 46.3
No 11.5 13.7 44.2 45.6 49.4 53.7

Black
Yes 14.9 19.9 35.9 15.2 20.7 22.5
No 85.1 80.1 64.1 84.8 79.3 77.5

Family structure at age 14
Two parents 57.2 64.6 55.2 56.3 64.0 66.0
Mother only 12.2 15.9 28.6 11.8 15.3 15.9
Father only 2.3 1.5 1.0 2.2 1.5 0.9
Missing 28.3 18.1 15.2 29.7 19.2 17.1

Maternal employment at age 14
Employed 43.9 50.3 50.1 42.6 49.0 48.9
Not employed 56.1 49.7 49.9 57.4 51.0 51.1

Region
Northeast 21.1 22.7 13.5 21.3 23.0 22.3
North Central 26.7 25.5 27.6 26.7 25.6 28.7
South 32.7 33.5 38.9 32.4 33.3 28.2
West 19.6 18.3 20.0 19.6 18 20.8
Other country 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0

Birth cohort
Late 1940s 16.8 7.3 2.9 17.6 7.8 5.3
1950s 36.0 36.5 38.5 37.9 39.1 42.1
1960s 32.6 37.4 35.4 34.4 40.1 41.3
1970s 14.6 18.9 23.2 10.1 12.9 11.3

*The characteristics of sisters are likely to be unknown
for women who had children at older ages. Many of these
women entered the sample through marriage; in this case,
information on sisters is missing.


