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expectations of pursuing postsecondary education and the 
two measures of academic achievement were associated 
with elevated odds of college enrollment (1.4–1.5), while 
marriage before the expected high school graduation date 
and between the expected dates of high school graduation 
and college enrollment were associated with reduced odds 
(0.4 for each).

Finally, the same sequence of models revealed that early 
sex was associated with reduced odds of completion of a 
bachelor’s degree (odds ratio, 0.4—Table 4). As with the 
other outcomes, each group of variables added to the 
equation explained a portion of the relationship. In the 
fi nal model, the estimated odds of having received a bach-
elor’s degree among young women who had had early sex 
were half those among respondents who had not engaged 
in early sex (0.5). Among the other variables, the ones 
most positively associated with elevated odds of college 

graduation in model 4 were socioeconomic status (2.4) 
and GPA (2.2); the strongest negative associations were 
with having had a baby during any of the three time inter-
vals before the expected college graduation date (0.1–0.3) 
or having married before the expected high school gradu-
ation or college enrollment date (0.1–0.2). 

DISCUSSION
Previous research has linked early sexual activity with 
poor academic performance, a propensity for risk and 
early transition into adult roles. Using NELS data, we 
found a small but statistically signifi cant association 
between early sex and both high school and college com-
pletion. Only small proportions of these relationships were 
explained by behavioral factors or by the lower socioeco-
nomic status, educational performance and educational 
expectations of young women who engage in early sex.

We also found that marriage and childbearing explain a 
portion of the relationships between early sex and educa-
tional attainment, and thus may be regarded as partial 
mediators of these associations. Young women who believe 
they have few educational resources may view early sex as 
part of an alternative pathway to adulthood—a pathway 
that also often includes early childbearing or marriage. 
However, once again, only modest portions of the associa-
tions between early sex and educational attainment were 
explained by these mediators.

Academic and policy discussions about the possible 
consequences of early sex for educational attainment have 
generally focused on nonmarital parenthood.37,38 Our fi nd-
ings indicate that early marriage has a strong negative 
association with educational attainment. Family policy 
researchers should investigate how to encourage and sup-
port young married women in their pursuit of higher 
education.

Like Spriggs and Halpern,2 we found no racial and eth-
nic variation in the relationship between early sex and 
educational attainment. Black females may engage in fi rst 
intercourse slightly earlier than their white peers,8,39 but 
this difference seems to play no signifi cant role in educa-
tional outcomes.

In general, our fi ndings suggest that early sexual deci-
sions may have long-term consequences—a conclusion 
consistent with the observation that successful sex educa-
tion programs target youth early.40 Similarly, prevention 
and intervention programs that focus on encouraging 
informed decision making, as well as providing hope for 
future educational and employment opportunities, should 
be implemented early in students’ educational career. 
Young women need to believe that means are available for 
them to pursue such opportunities.

Limitations
This study has a number of limitations. First, retrospec-
tive, self-reported data on topics such as age at fi rst sex 
may be inaccurate or incomplete. We addressed the 
 retrospective nature of our data in our construction of the 

TABLE 4. Odds ratios from logistic regression analysis examining associations 
 between selected characteristics and college graduation

Characteristic Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Early sex 0.42*** 0.46*** 0.50** 0.52**
    
Social and demographic     
Race and ethnicity    

White (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Hispanic 0.64** 0.74 0.74 0.76
Black 0.89 0.98 0.92 0.88
Asian  1.85** 1.62** 1.82** 1.54

Socioeconomic status‡ 4.17*** 2.98*** 2.74*** 2.40***
Two-parent household 1.28 1.15 1.06 1.10
Older sibling dropped out of H.S.    

Yes 0.33*** 0.43*** 0.52** 0.57**
No 0.95 1.12 1.16 1.11
No older sibling (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

    
Academic achievement    
NELS exam score‡ .na 1.45*** 1.40*** 1.32***
Grade point average‡ .na 2.73*** 2.32*** 2.24***
    
Academic expectations    
Will complete H.S. (z-score)‡ .na .na 1.24** 1.31**
Will continue beyond H.S. (z-score)‡ .na .na 1.28*** 1.23**
    
Behavioral    
Weak parental monitoring .na .na 0.78 0.73*
Early tobacco use .na .na 0.53 0.58
Behavioral problems in school‡ .na .na 0.88 0.89
School attendance‡ .na .na 0.83 0.80
Class attendance‡ .na .na 0.76 0.74
Ever held back in school .na .na 0.36*** 0.41***
    
Family formation    
Before expected H.S. graduation date    

Married .na .na .na 0.13***
Had child  .na .na .na 0.10***

Between expected H.S. graduation and
college enrollment dates    

Married .na .na .na 0.18***
Had child  .na .na .na 0.11***

Between expected college enrollment
and graduation dates    

Married  .na .na .na 0.81
Had child  .na .na .na 0.26***

    
 Wald statistic 71.26*** 70.75*** 37.23*** 29.56***

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


