
al credentials find it easier to get a satis-
fying and financially rewarding job.

The data in Table 3 show that education
is positively associated with the rate of
labor force participation before marriage
in Colombia and Guatemala, and even
more strongly after marriage in all three
countries. The data also indicate that,
among those who worked before mar-
riage, better educated women were more
likely than less educated women to have
kept their wages for themselves, which
suggests that education enhances wom-
en’s control over their own incomes.

Mediating Influences
Table 4 provides the results of the multi-
variate analysis. The regression coefficients
confirm that a woman’s schooling influ-
ences marital fertility not only indepen-
dently from her husband’s education, but
also more strongly. Most of the variables in-
cluded in the model have a significant ef-
fect on cumulative fertility. However, con-
trary to expectations, the indicators of
knowledge show a relatively weak impact
on children ever born. The only statistical-
ly significant negative coefficients corre-
spond to exposure to mass media (in
Ecuador) and to understanding the ovula-
tory cycle (in Colombia). By contrast, the in-
dicators of socioeconomic status display a
strong negative influence on fertility in the
three countries examined. The same applies
for attitudes, as measured by the early use
of contraception. The regression analysis
also confirms that older age at first birth and
the absence of a premarital birth are con-
ducive to lower fertility. The results are less
conclusive regarding the effect of union

schooling, which rarely addresses issues
directly relevant to sexual, reproductive
and contraceptive behavior, influence
women’s childbearing patterns so deci-
sively? The educational experience has
long-lasting implications for women’s
lives because education serves as a source
of knowledge and cognitive skills; as a re-
source that enhances economic opportu-
nities and social mobility; and as a social-
ization process that shapes attitudes,
values and aspirations.

The divergence in cognitive, economic
and normative assets presumably explains
why poorly educated and better educat-
ed women lead such different lives. Edu-
cation also conditions women’s choices in
the domains of family and work. Since ed-
ucation has such a pervasive effect in shap-
ing the whole spectrum of women’s roles,
reproductive behavior obviously cannot
elude its influence.

Despite the centrality of education in de-
mographic analysis, its significance for
women’s lives tends to be taken for grant-
ed. Also, too little attention has been paid
to relevant debates within the sociology of
education on the role of the school in in-
dividual and social change.15 In tradition-
al educational theories, a tacit faith in mer-
itocracy shaped the central theme—the
value of education for social mobility. The
new sociology of education emerged in the
early 1970s as a critical response.16 Chal-
lenging the assumption of political neu-
trality, the proponents of the new sociolo-
gy of education exposed the complicity of
the school system in perpetuating and le-
gitimizing social inequality. Going beyond
the notion of schools as mere instruction-
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type. Women in consensual unions display
lower fertility only in the case of Guatemala.
Concerning women’s employment histo-
ries, only work activity after marriage ap-
pears to have a significant negative effect
on marital fertility.

The comparison of Model I (unadjust-
ed) and Model II (adjusted) reveals that
the magnitude of the regression coeffi-
cients for women’s education is consid-
erably reduced after controls are applied,
suggesting a relevant mediating effect of
the cognitive, economic and attitudinal
factors considered, as well as of women’s
family formation and working paths.
However, the coefficients for women’s ed-
ucation retained their statistical signifi-
cance in the multivariate model (except for
the higher educational categories in
Guatemala). This probably occurred be-
cause of the imperfect measurement of the
constructs employed, but it may also
imply that the effect of education goes be-
yond the pathways hypothesized.

Discussion and Conclusions
Although fertility differentials by educa-
tion have narrowed in Latin America over
the past decade,14 childbearing patterns
among the various educational strata re-
main disparate, resulting in the coexis-
tence of different fertility regimes within
the same society. Our analysis shows that
reproductive preferences do not differ
much among educational groups, where-
as contraceptive behavior differs widely. 

Our analysis responds to two key ques-
tions—how do the sequelae of early
schooling hold throughout adulthood and
influence lifetime fertility; and why does

Table 3. Among currently married women, measures of background and life experiences, by years of education and country

Measure Colombia Ecuador Guatemala

0 1–3 4–6 7–9 ≥10 0 1–3 4–6 7–9 ≥10 0 1–3 4–6 7–9 ≥10

Knowledge
% listens to radio daily 67 79 83 88 88 74 82 88 94 96 44 58 73 80 78
% knows source of contraception 96 99 99 100 100 60 79 90 95 99 45 75 93 97 100
% understands ovulatory cycle 11 18 30 45 72 7 7 17 33 53 4 8 21 41 53

Socioeconomic status
Husband’s mean yrs. of education 2.6 3.4 5.1 7.8 11.1 3.0 4.1 6.1 8.4 12.6 1.5 2.9 5.7 8.6 11.9
% living in urban area 50 49 70 89 91 28 32 50 74 89 18 26 55 78 87
% has refrigerator 20 30 43 67 79 11 22 35 51 76 2 8 20 46 68

Attitudes
% not using contraception

when want no more births* 36 25 22 12 13 71 52 42 37 19 75 54 37 10 17
Mean parity at 1st contraceptive use† 3.8 2.9 2.0 1.3 0.6 4.6 4.0 2.8 1.9 1.3 3.9 3.0 2.1 1.5 1.1

Family formation paths
Mean age at first union 17.9 18.9 19.5 19.9 21.8 18.3 18.4 18.7 18.9 21.0 17.3 17.5 18.6 19.5 21.5
% in legal union 42 64 60 72 86 62 62 62 63 86 56 55 66 78 86
% had premarital birth‡ 21 15 15 11 5 24 15 12 10 5 7 9 9 6 5
% had first birth <18 years‡ 38 26 19 10 3 32 30 23 16 6 35 30 21 11 4

Working paths
% worked before marriage 49 46 49 55 62 61 59 54 51 54 34 45 51 53 69
% kept wages§ 30 29 32 33 44 40 38 49 56 62 22 23 24 24 45
% worked after marriage 29 26 30 36 53 46 43 32 40 57 18 24 30 33 57

*Among nonpregnant women only. †Among those who have ever used contraception. ‡Among all women aged 20-49. §Among those who worked before marriage.


