
findings, the data reveal
a strong positive rela-
tionship between age at
first birth and school-
ing. Whites who had a
child before reaching
age 18 completed an av-
erage of 10.7 years of
schooling. Those who
had no children until
they were aged 18 or 19
or until they were aged
20 averaged 11.5 and
13.5 years of schooling,
respectively. Mean edu-
cational levels for blacks

and Hispanics exhibited the same pattern,
although the average level of schooling
completed by black teenage mothers was
somewhat higher than that of whites, and
the schooling level of Hispanics in each
fertility category was lower.

High school completion rates also var-
ied with fertility. Only 29% of whites who
had a child before reaching age 18 com-
pleted high school, compared with 60% of
those who did not have their first birth until
they were aged 18 or 19 and 92% of those
who had no children until after age 20. The
table suggests that early childbearing has
less of an impact on blacks: Fifty percent
of those who had a child before they were
18, and 72% of those who did not have a
birth until they were aged 18 or 19, com-
pleted high school. However, these com-
pletion rates fall well below the 90% rate
for black women who did not become
mothers until they were aged 20 or older.
Hispanics exhibited the lowest rate 
of high school completion in each 
fertility category. The 
observed association 
between teenage child-
bearing and high school
completion among His-
panics was similar to
that observed for whites.

Table 2 shows an
even stronger relation-
ship between age at first
birth and the likelihood
of attending college.
Among whites, women
who began childbearing
after age 20 were five to
eight times as likely as
teenage mothers to at-
tend college. Among
blacks and Hispanics,
women who began
childbearing after age
20 were three to five
times as likely to attend

tor (linear two-stage least squares) with
those produced by an estimator efficient
under the null hypothesis of no misspec-
ification but inconsistent under the alter-
native that the model is misspecified (in-
strumental variables with a first-stage
probit).14 All the models passed this test
at a 95% confidence level with the excep-
tion of the model for white births before
age 20. Evidence that the fertility probit is
misspecified in this case calls into ques-
tion the consistency of the estimated pa-
rameters in the second stage, so we have
reported linear two-stage least squares es-
timates for this model. 

The tests of overidentifying restrictions
are tests of the joint hypothesis that the
model is correctly specified and that the
instrumental variables are valid. One pos-
sible reason for these restrictions to be re-
jected is that one of the excluded variables
in fact belongs in the education equation,
or is correlated with an unmeasured de-
terminant of educational attainment. We
have applied a test that involves regress-
ing the estimated residuals* from the ed-
ucation equation on the full set of instru-
ments.15 If the instrumental variables are
valid, they should have no explanatory
power in this regression, and a simple chi-
square test is appropriate. In four of our
five models, passing this test required that
we exclude a small number of variables
(these exclusions are noted in the footnotes
to Table 3), but these modifications did not
substantively change our estimations of
the effects of early childbearing.

Results
Table 2 presents bivariate relationships be-
tween adolescent childbearing and edu-
cational attainment. Consistent with our
expectations and with other descriptive

college as were their counterparts who be-
came mothers during their teenage years. 

Table 3 shows the effects of adolescent
fertility on educational attainment esti-
mated using ordinary least squares re-
gressions, which do not control for the en-
dogeneity of fertility, and instrumental
variables regressions, which do. With one
exception, the models explain 15–40% of
the variance in completed years of school-
ing, a range typical for models of educa-
tional attainment. All ordinary least
squares estimates (columns 1 and 3) show
a significant and large negative impact of
early childbearing on years of schooling
completed by age 25. Among whites and
Hispanics, the difference is roughly 1.5
years; among blacks, it is about 1.1 years.

Four of the five instrumental variables
models show that early childbearing has
a statistically significant adverse impact
on educational attainment, even after tak-
ing account of the endogeneity of early fer-
tility. All of the significant coefficients are
larger than in the corresponding ordinary
least squares regression. For whites, hav-
ing a child before age 20 reduced school-
ing by 2.8 years. However, having a child
before age 18 (an event experienced by less
than 7% of the sample) had no significant
effect. Among blacks, a birth before age
18 was associated with a decrease in
schooling of one year. Among both blacks
and Hispanics, a birth before age 20 had
a significant negative effect—reducing ed-
ucational attainment by nearly three years
for each group. Our estimates do not sug-
gest that childbearing before the usual age
of high school completion creates a major
obstacle to educational attainment for
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*The difference between actual educational attainment

and educational attainment predicted using the instru-

mental variables coefficients.

Table 2. Measures of educational attainment at age 25, by race and
ethnicity, according to age at first birth, NLSY

Race and measure of attainment <18 18–20 >20

White (N=128) (N=178) (N=1,597)
Mean yrs. of schooling completed 10.7 11.5 13.5
% graduated from high school 28.9 60.1 91.5
% with some college education 6.3 9.6 51.3

Black (N=264) (N=215) (N=753)
Mean yrs. of schooling completed 11.4 12.0 13.3
% graduated from high school 50.0 72.1 89.6
% with some college education 14.4 19.1 52.9

Hispanic (N=102) (N=122) (N=460)
Mean yrs. of schooling completed 9.7 11.3 12.4
% graduated from high school 21.6 54.9 76.3
% with some college education 8.8 11.5 42.4

Table 3. At age 25, years of schooling lost (and t-statistics) as a
result of a teenage birth, by race and ethnicity, according to age
at first birth and whether controlled for endogeneity

Race <18 <20

Uncontrolled† Controlled‡ Uncontrolled† Controlled‡

White –1.562* –0.436 –1.470* –2.766*§
(–8.502) (–0.466) (–11.790) (–2.959)

Black –1.015* –1.234* –1.193* –2.971*
(–7.430) (–2.121) (–10.569) (–4.041)

Hispanic †† †† –1.467* –2.831*
(–6.807) (–3.676)

*Significant at p=.10. †Ordinary least squares equations include all variables listed in Table 1
for both models with the following exclusions because of small cell sizes: Black sample—For-
eign birth for self, mother or father, all religious categories except Baptist (reference catego-
ry is all others); Hispanic sample—All religious categories except Catholic (reference cate-
gory is all others). ‡Instrumental variables equations include all exogenous variables in the
education model, plus all variables listed in Table 1 for the fertility model, with the following ex-
clusions to avoid rejection of overidentifying restrictions: White (<18)—County marital and
nonmarital fertility rates for women aged 15–19; White (<20)—County nonmarital fertility rate
for women aged 15–19; Black (<18)—Title XX eligibility, proportion of women aged 15–19
and proportion of women aged 15–44 using family planning clinics, proportion of family plan-
ning patients aged 15–19, presence of abortion facility providing ≥400 abortions; Black (<20)—
Title XX eligibility, proportion of women aged 15–19 and proportion of women aged 15–44
using family planning clinics. §Estimated as linear two-stage least squares because of evi-
dence of misspecification in fertility probit. ††Insufficient number of cases for analysis.


