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Abstract
In this paper, we examine the antecedents and consequences of timing in the transition
from high school to college. Using the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988
(NELS:88), we find that 16 percent of high school graduates postpone enrollment by  seven
months or more after completing high school. Delayers tend to have some common
characteristics: they come from families with few socioeconomic resources, they have
performed poorly on standardized tests, they have dropped out of school, and they have
exited high school with a GED. We find that even after controlling for these academic and
socioeconomic characteristics, students who delay postsecondary enrollment have lower
odds of bachelor degree completion. Additionally, we find that delayers are more likely
than on-time enrollees to attend less than four-year institutions and to transition to other
roles such as spouses or parents before entering college. Controlling for institutional context
and life course contingencies, however, does not completely explain the negative
relationship between delayed enrollment and degree completion.

For many young adults, the conclusion of high school begins a period in the life course
characterized by higher levels of autonomy and a series of future oriented decisions
(Feldman and Elliott 1990). The months following high school graduation represent a period
of newly found freedom that is in stark contrast to the prior 13 years of formally structured
schooling. One of the major decisions facing high school graduates is whether or not to
attend college. Although a common societal expectation is that students begin
postsecondary education within a couple of months of high school completion, many
students delay enrollment. The National Center for Education Statistics reports that the
proportion of the undergraduate population that has delayed enrollment has increased over
the past decade, in part due to the growing numbers of non-traditional students (2002a).
In the 1999-2000 school year, 46 percent of undergraduates did not start their
postsecondary schooling the same calendar year that they completed high school (National
Center for Education Statistics 2002a).1 While much of the existing research on the
transition to adulthood has focused either on how school completion fits in with other
transition events such as marriage and employment (Marini 1984; Pallas 1993) or how
school enrollment may influence the timing and occurrence of other life course transitions
(Marini, Chan and Raymond 1987; Rindfuss, Swicegood and Rosenfeld 1987; Thorton,
Axinn and Teachman 1995), few explicitly consider the nature of the timing of high school
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Table 4:Odds Ratios from a Discrete-Time Hazard Model ofBachelor’s Degree Completion

(1)(2)

Independent Variable
Odds
Ratio(S.E.)

Odds
Ratio(S.E.)

Enrollment Delay.962(.008)**.945(.016)**
 (in months)

Enroll Before October 19941.094(.384)1.150(.400)

Institutional Type
  Four-Year School3.239(.227)**2.912(.253)**
  Less than Four-Year School1.000--1.000--

Interaction Term
  Enrollment Lag * Four-Year School1.029(.015)†

N9,2939,293
Person-months at risk664,746664,746
Log Likelihood-20,970.31-20,964.99
†p < .10     *p < .05     **p < .01

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors; All models control for sex, race, SES, standardized test
scores,
drop out status, age, high school mode of exit, region, high school sector, and urbanicity.
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Table 5:Odds Ratios from a Discrete-Time Hazard Model ofBachelor’s Degree Completion

(1)(2)
Independent VariableOdds Ratio(S.E.)Odds Ratio(S.E.)

Enrollment Delay.962(.008)**.963(.008)**
 (in months)

Enroll Before October 19941.218(.412)1.226(.432)

Marriage and Enrollment Timing
  No Overlap1.000------
  Marriage before Enrollment.482(.145)*----
  Marriage during Enrollment.871(.055)*----

Childbearing and Enrollment Timing
  No Overlap----1.000--
  Children before Enrollment----.473(.184)†
  Children during Enrollment----.553(.075)**

N9,1678,750
Person-months at risk654,619623,514
Log Likelihood
†p < .10     *p < .05     **p < .01
Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors; All models control for sex, race, SES, standardized test scores,

drop out status, age, high school mode of exit, region, high school sector, urbanicity, and institutional type.
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APPENDIX: Covariate Construction and Classification

Race/ethnicity is measured by a series of dummy variables: Black, Asian, Hispanic, Native
American/Other. Whites serve as the reference category in all multivariate analyses.

Male is a dummy variable coded '1' if the student was male and '0' if the student was female.

SES Quartiles are represented by a series of dummy variables: SES1, SES2, SES3 and SES4.
These correspond to quartiles of a continuous scale created by NCES from the non-missing
average of father's and mother's occupation, father's and mother's education, and total family
income. The lowest socioeconomic group (SES1) serves as the reference category in all
multivariate analyses. In cases where there were missing data, respondents were assigned to
a category contingent on the modal SES quartile for their race/ethnicity. A missing data
indicator was included in all multivariate analyses.

Test Score Quartiles are represented by a series of dummy variables: TEST1, TEST2, TEST3
and TEST4. These correspond to quartiles of a scaled, continuous measure of reading and
math standardized test scores administered to the student in the senior year interview. The
lowest quartile (Test1) serves as the reference category in all multivariate analyses. In cases
where there were missing data, respondents were assigned a test score contingent on the
modal test score quartile for their sex and race/ethnicity. A missing data indicator was
included in all multivariate analyses.

Ever Drop Out is a dummy variable coded '1' if the student has ever dropped out of school and
'0' if he/she has never dropped out of school.

Age in Months is a continuous measure of how many months old the student was in June of
1992. In cases where the student's age was missing, we imputed the grand mean of the
sample. A missing data indicator was included in all multivariate analyses.

GED is a dummy variable coded '1' if the student had completed a GED and '0' if they acquired
a high school diploma.

Region of the Country is represented by a series of dummy variables that indicate the U.S.
Census classified region of the student's high school: South, West, Midwest, Northeast and
missing.

Type of School; 12th Grade is represented by a series of dummy variables: public, Catholic,
private and missing. Public schools serve as the reference category in all multivariate
analyses.

Urbanicity is represented by a series of dummy variables that indicate the location of the
student's high school: urban, suburban, rural, and missing. Urban areas serve as the reference
category in all multivariate analyses.

550 • Social Forces Volume 84, Number 1  •  September 2005


