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 variables for which mediating rather than confounding 
roles seem more plausible. 

For each outcome, we also estimated a fourth model, 
which incorporated the indicators of childbearing and 
marriage at different points in time. The purpose of these 
models was to examine whether childbearing and mar-
riage mediate the relationship between early sex and edu-
cational attainment.

In preliminary analyses, we added terms for the interac-
tion of race and early sex to earlier versions of model 3 for 
each outcome. These interaction terms were not statisti-
cally signifi cant, indicating that the relationships between 
early sex and educational outcomes are similar for Asian, 
black, Hispanic and white respondents. Therefore, the 
interaction terms were not included in the multivariable 
models, and we do not report results according to race and 
ethnicity. 

RESULTS
Sample Characteristics
After we excluded an additional 1,010 respondents for 
whom information was lacking on study variables, the 
fi nal sample consisted of 4,613 young women. To exam-
ine whether these exclusions altered the makeup of our 
sample, we compared the characteristics of young 
women in the analytic sample with those of young 
women in the original full sample; the two groups were 
relatively similar, although they did differ slightly on 
some measures.*

Overall, 10% of young women in our analytic sample 
had had sex for the fi rst time before age 15 (not shown). 
Respondents who had had early sex differed sharply in 
educational attainment from those who had not (Table 1, 
page 247). Whereas 87% of young women who had not 
had early sex had graduated from high school by the 
fi nal survey, only 64% of those who had had early 
sex had done so. Similarly, young women who had 
not had early sex were more likely than those who had 
had early sex to have enrolled in a postsecondary pro-
gram (83% vs. 67%) and to have graduated from college 
(39% vs. 17%).

The two groups also differed on numerous background 
variables. Asians and whites were underrepresented in 
the early sex group, while blacks were overrepresented. 
The average socioeconomic status of young women who 
had engaged in early sex was lower than that of respon-
dents who had not had early sex (mean z-scores, –0.35 vs. 
–0.05). The substantial difference on this measure indicates 
that on average, the families of young women who had 
engaged in early sex had had much fewer resources than 
those of young women who had not engaged in early sex. 
Likewise, respondents who had engaged in early sex were 

study early sex—namely, that the fi rst round of data col-
lection occurred when the young women were in the 
eighth grade and typically 13 years old. Thus, for some 
participants, early sexual initiation may have occurred 
prior to the  assessment of control variables, in which case 
the control variables would be potential mediators rather 
than confounders. To address this issue, we introduced 
the control variables into our logistic regression models in 
three stages, according to the likelihood that these vari-
ables played confounding rather than mediating roles. In 
the fi rst stage (model 1 for each outcome), we controlled 
only for the social and demographic characteristics, which 
are highly unlikely to vary across time or to have been 
infl uenced by early sex; thus, their role (if any) in the asso-
ciation between early sex and educational attainment 
would be as confounders rather than as mediators. In the 
second model for each outcome, we added the two aca-
demic achievement measures, which we believe primarily 
refl ect innate ability, learning and academic performance 
occurring prior to the initiation of early sex, but which 
could refl ect the infl uences of early sex for some young 
women. In the third model, we added the behavioral char-
acteristics and measures of academic expectations—

TABLE 2. Odds ratios from logistic regression analysis examining associations 
 between selected characteristics and high school completion 

Characteristic Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Early sex 0.32*** 0.34*** 0.37*** 0.42**
    
Social and demographic     
Race and ethnicity    

White (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Hispanic 0.86 0.91 0.87 0.79
Black 1.24 1.28 1.13 0.92
Asian  5.84*** 4.62** 5.99** 5.38**

Socioeconomic status‡ 2.89*** 2.24*** 1.91*** 1.80***
Two-parent household 1.39 1.34 1.25 1.35
Older sibling dropped out of H.S.    

Yes 0.42*** 0.47** 0.59* 0.58*
No 1.23 1.74 1.28 1.47
No older sibling (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Academic achievement
NELS exam score‡  .na 1.22 1.11 1.15
Grade point average‡  .na 2.45*** 1.95*** 1.80***

Academic expectations
Will complete H.S.‡ .na .na 1.03 1.09
Will continue beyond H.S.‡  .na .na 1.20* 1.25**

Behavioral
Weak parental monitoring .na .na 0.69 0.63
Early tobacco use .na .na 0.85 1.02
Behavioral problems in school‡ .na .na 0.86 0.89
School attendance‡ .na .na 0.65* 0.61**
Class attendance‡ .na .na 0.68 0.68
Ever held back in school .na .na 0.26*** 0.36***

Family formation
Before expected H.S. graduation date

Married .na .na na 0.14***
Had child  .na .na na 0.26**

Wald statistic 21.78*** 33.49*** 18.58*** 21.73***

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. ‡Continuous variable. Notes: All measures are dichotomous unless otherwise in-
dicated. 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.

*In two-sample t tests, the groups differed on college enrollment; college 

graduation; socioeconomic status; NELS exam scores; GPA; early tobacco 

use; behavioral problems; and expectations of completing high school 

and pursuing education beyond high school.


