The Effects of Early Childbearing on Schooling over Time
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Table 6. Predicted years of schooling and probabilities of completing high school and completing some college, by period of
ﬁrst birth, according to age at ﬁrst birth, PSID
Schooling outcome
and period of Þrst birth

Teens

Yrs. of schooling through age 29
Early 1960s
10.57
Late 1960s
11.45
Early 1970s
11.83
Late 1970s
11.91
Early 1980s
12.23
Late 1980s
12.99
Early 1990s
12.95

Early 20s

10.64
12.41
12.44
13.11
12.66
13.06
13.02

High school completed
Early 1960s
Late 1960s
Early 1970s
Late 1970s
Early 1980s
Late 1980s
Early 1990s

0.60
0.82
0.82
0.78
0.80
0.75
0.65
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0.94
0.96
0.94
0.95
0.89

Some college completed
Early 1960s
Late 1960s
Early 1970s
Late 1970s
Early 1980s
Late 1980s
Early 1990s

0.07
0.18
0.27
0.26
0.24
0.25
0.29

0.12
0.27
0.37
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0.40
0.42
0.41

disadvantaged because the educational
level of older mothers has risen as well.
The expected years of schooling completed by a young woman who did not have
a birth through age 29 was 14.3 in the early
1990s, compared with 11.9 in the early
1960s. Some variation in the relationship
between teenage childbearing and schooling is evident. The gap between early and
later childbearers’ expected schooling rose
through the late 1970s, and then declined,
ending the period as it started, with a oneyear difference. The size of the impact of
early childbearing could rise or fall, depending on when the data were collected
and which groups were compared.
•High school completion. Early childbearers
are less likely to complete high school than
later childbearers; still, three-fifths to fourfifths do (Table 6). Among early childbearers, rates of high school completion
rose in the 1960s, then leveled off in the
1970s and 1980s, and declined in the 1990s.
The gap between early and later childbearers in rates of high school completion
remained fairly constant until the late
1980s. Our projections suggest an increasing gap in the early 1990s, with early childbearers becoming less likely to graduate
from high school with a diploma.
•Some college. The biggest difference in
schooling between young mothers and
their peers who delayed childbearing or remained childless is in college attendance.
Among women who gave birth in the early
1990s, 29% of those in their teens are pre266

Discussion
Early childbearing is associated with
reductions in completed schooling in all
but one of our models. Because years of
schooling increased for everyone, teenage
mothers are at least as disadvantaged
today as they were in the past. We identified variations in the relationship between
first birth and schooling over time. For
example, the effect of a teenage birth on
overall years of schooling peaked in the
late 1970s and declined in the early 1980s.
We have shown that high school completion rates rose among early childbearers; still, by the early 1980s, only 80% of
teenage mothers completed high school.
The gap in high school graduation rates
between early and later childbearers has
stayed relatively constant. Of course, the
most recent teenage mothers have not had
time to complete high school or obtain a
GED. Because teenage mothers are more
likely than delayed childbearers to obtain
a GED, the gap between the two groups
in rates of high school completion will
eventually close. Thus, the results support
our hypothesis that the impact of a teenage birth on high school completion has
declined.
Our hypothesis that the impact of early
childbearing on college attendance has increased also appears to be supported. Be-

tween the early 1960s and the late 1970s,
the probability of attending college rose
for all young women, but the rate of increase for older childbearers was greater
than that for young mothers. Since then,
it has remained stable for both groups. To
catch up, early childbearers would have
to enroll in college at higher rates than
their peers who delay motherhood, but
they are not doing so. As a result, once
postsecondary education is considered,
the effects of early childbearing on schooling are not as small as some scholars have
recently asserted. Why have the revisionist
researchers concluded that early childbearing effects are smaller than previously
estimated? Two possible explanations are
that period affects the estimates of effects
from single-cohort studies and that unobserved family factors influence both
early childbearing and schooling.
Single-Cohort Studies
If we use a single birth cohort of young
women and pool teenage mothers from
the late 1970s and early 1980s with late
childbearers from the late 1980s and early
1990s, will we come up with different conclusions than we would if we compared
early and late childbearers in the same historic period? Because levels of schooling
are rising, using a single cohort should exaggerate the impact of early childbearing.
Net of other factors, a teenage mother in
the early 1980s would be expected to complete 12.2 years of schooling, compared
with 13.6 years of schooling for a woman
with no birth before age 30. In the early
1990s, one would expect a teenage mother to complete 13.0 years of schooling,
compared with 14.3 years for a woman
whose first birth occurred after age 29. So,
net of other factors, the effects of a teenage birth appear weaker if we use data
based on the same period of first birth (a
gap of 1.3–1.4 years) rather than on the
same maternal birth cohort (a gap of 2.1
years), even though the real gap has remained the same (about 1.4 years’ difference in schooling in each period).
A similar conclusion holds for college
attendance, though the absolute difference
increased from 37 points in the early 1980s
(24% vs. 61%) to 44 points (29% vs. 73%)
in the 1990s. The effect of early childbearing on college attendance is greater today
than in the past. In addition, the necessity
of advanced education for today’s highly
technical jobs makes a college education
critical for young women’s self-sufficiency. Even so, the effect will be exaggerated
if we use a single cohort. The gap is 49
points (24% vs. 73%) in the single-cohort
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