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ABSTRACT 

 
 This paper explores the relationship between early graduation from high school and 

subsequent postsecondary enrolment choices among high school students of varying 

levels of achievement. Many studies have examined the impact on postsecondary 

performance of high-achieving students who graduated at least three months ahead of 

their high school cohort, but none examine middle- or low-achieving early graduates or 

the impact of early graduation on postsecondary enrolment decisions. The research uses 

data collected from young people between 2002 and 2006 to analyze their choices 

between one of three short-term postsecondary outcomes: just a high school completion 

certificate, enrolment in a 2-year program, or enrolment in a 4-year baccalaureate 

program. Controlling for personal attributes and factors such as 10th grade cumulative 

grade point average, high school certificate achievement, and parental education, the 

findings indicate that early graduation has a positive but non-significant effect only for 

high-achieving students. The impact of early graduation on postsecondary choices for 

middle- and low-achieving students is negative and significant, except for those 

students who earn a GED rather than a diploma. The research indicates that 

policymakers and administrators should approach policies on early graduation with 

caution, as they can prove to have negative impacts for underperforming students.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 The literature demonstrating the favorable returns of accelerating bright young 

people through high school is both comprehensive and robust. Both acceleration 

through particular subjects and even early graduation from high school are beneficial 

academically, socially, and personally for high-achieving and emotionally mature 

student (See: Neihart, 2007; Janos et al, 1989; Lubinski, 2004; Rogers, 2004; Boazman 

and Sayler, 2011; Gross and Vliet, 2005). Yet many ‘average’ high school students also 

choose this path of academic advancement. Whether in response to financial pressures 

to begin earning an income, lack of interest in the subject matter or social conventions 

of high school life, or difficult peer relations, many middle- and low-achieving students 

also choose to finish high school ahead of their peers. Yet the literature examining the 

motivations and outcomes of these ‘non-traditional accelerators’ is distinctly lacking. 

Consequently, it is unclear whether flexible policies regarding the timing of high school 

completion are advantageous or detrimental to ordinary students. The option to graduate 

early may provide an incentive for students who may otherwise drop out, or it may give 

a head start to students eager to apply their academic interests in settings more tailored 

to their professional aspirations. Alternatively, students who complete high school early 

may be short‐changed academically or pay psychosocial costs by foregoing delayed 

entry into adulthood provided by four years of high school.  

 With an almost exclusive focus on high-achievers who pursue postsecondary 

education or training, existing studies also offer little insight into the relationship 

between early graduation and non-academic pursuits. Sizable shares of high school 
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students enter the paid workforce and the military upon graduation rather than 

immediately (or ever) pursuing further education. Students with average to low grades 

in high school are disproportionately found among these groups. We do not know, 

however, whether the link between high school performance and these activities are as 

strong among those who complete high school ahead of schedule as for those students 

who graduate on time. 

 Many questions surround ‘average’ students who choose to complete high school 

early. Are these students more likely to enter a 4-year baccalaureate program than their 

non-accelerated average peers? Or are they more likely to seek training from a 2-year 

college or some other short-term certification program than their peers? What personal 

characteristics might predict either of these outcomes? Are these predictors or their 

effects different for students who graduate early versus those who graduate on time? Do 

the predictors have different effects for exceptional versus ‘average’ students?  

 This study will address these gaps in the literature using a recent longitudinal study 

of American high school students. The sample consists of students who either graduated 

from high school or received a general equivalency diploma (GED) at least three 

months before the rest of their initial high school cohort. I will employ a multinomial 

logit model to model the choices among three alternatives: no further enrollment or 

training; enrollment in 2-year (or less) college or vocational training program; and 

enrollment in a 4-year baccalaureate program. A key assumption is that the timing of 

high school completion drives a student’s short-term career choices. The model also 

includes explanatory variables indicating a respondent’s , race, gender, grade point 
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average in high school (measured in 2002), his or her parent’s aggregate highest level of 

education, and whether he or she had paid employment during high school.  

 If a favorable association is found between accelerated high school completion and 

postsecondary enrollment for middle- and low-achieving students, it may a cost 

effective for school districts to consider offering greater flexibility toward early high 

school completion. This option may be especially beneficial in low-income 

communities where the pressure upon students to begin earning a living is high. 
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BACKGROUND 
 
Acceleration through High School 

 A considerable portion of the literature concerning teenagers who graduate from high 

school early is centered on those high-achieving students who undergo radical 

acceleration of secondary courses and enter college at a significantly younger age than 

the average age of their academic cohort (See: Neihart, 2007; Janos et al, 1989; 

Lubinski, 2004; Rogers, 2004). There is an important distinction in the literature 

between early graduation and ‘early acceleration’, the practice of allowing students 

access to higher-level material in a specific school subject. This is commonly done with 

both high-achieving students as an alternative to skipping an entire grade level or 

completing high school early. The body of literature surrounding early graduation and 

early acceleration has a noticeable lack of in-depth analyses of middle- and low-

achieving students involved in this practice, despite an apparently high incidence of 

participation. Furthermore, the majority of the research on early graduation from high 

school evaluates only those students who entered a 4-year baccalaureate program after 

the completion of high school. Little theoretical or academic attention is paid to those 

students who graduate from high school early in order to pursue careers, military 

enlistment, or to start families, despite these intentions being of demonstrated 

importance to the decision-making processes of some high school students. A 

significant portion of the literature concerning high-achieving early graduates is 

dedicated to comparing their psychosocial adjustment in postsecondary educational 
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institutions to that of their non-accelerated high-achieving peers who also enrolled in 

postsecondary education. 

 Researchers have repeatedly asserted the positive returns of early high school 

completion for high-achieving or ‘gifted’ students. Boazman and Sayler (2011) in their 

analysis of gifted high school students who participated in accelerated subject-based 

study attached to a Texas university find that moving quickly through high school 

positively affected the children in their emotional and psychological development. 

Gross and Vliet (2005) found that early graduation can alleviate dissatisfaction and 

complacency in gifted students. Janos et al. (1989) compared early entrants to college 

with students of “normal” college age and with schoolmates who met the requirements 

for early graduation but opted not to do so, using a sample of high school and college 

students from Washington State. They found the psychological health and adjustment of 

early entrants to be roughly equivalent to students in the other groups, indicating net 

positive returns to acceleration of students with strong grades (497).  

 Some researchers caution against the practice of accelerating students who are not 

adequately academically prepared or sufficiently emotionally mature to handle such a 

transition. For instance, Gross and Vliet (2005) asserted that academic advancement has 

great benefits for gifted students, but that acceleration should only be permitted for the 

most emotionally and academically mature students. Ma (2002), in an examination of 

the self-esteem of both high-achieving and ‘ordinary’ students participating in early 

acceleration of mathematics subjects, further postulates that acceleration can be just as 

detrimental to the self-image of an incapable ‘regular’ student as it can be beneficial to 
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the outcomes of a ‘gifted’ student. These findings are logically consistent: early 

acceleration can be detrimental to those students who are unprepared for it, but for those 

qualified students, acceleration is a viable option for the fulfillment of high school 

course requirements. 

 Despite these demonstrated gains for advanced students, and possibly in light of the 

negative impacts for ‘regular’ students (real and perceived), there remains strong 

community resistance to the adoption of early acceleration (and, by extension, early 

graduation) as a standard district policy. In an effort to locate the source of this 

opposition to acceleration, Noble and her coauthors (2008) surveyed the parents of 

students who had entered college extremely early via a special program for high-

achieving teenagers. They found parents were, on the whole, supportive of their 

students, but their opinions toward early graduation from high school were not 

especially positive. Many expressed concerns about the emotional impacts of early 

removal from familial routines, noting worries about their child’s development (262). 

Neihart (2007) performed a thorough review of both the accelerative options available 

to high school students in this country – which include skipping entire grades of school, 

entering post-secondary education early, and even early entrance to kindergarten – and 

of the literature concerning such options. She asserts that claims about widespread 

emotional damage to accelerated students are “baseless” (333), stating without 

reservation that “acceleration options should be available for capable students” and that 

“no school district or school administrator should have a policy that prohibits 

accelerative options for students” (336). 
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 Neihart (2007) also identifies a major gap in the available literature regarding radical 

acceleration (i.e. early graduation from high school): only a tiny fraction of the research 

on this topic has considered a comparison between early college entrants and their peers 

who chose not to graduate from high school early. As Neihart observes, these studies 

would “help determine the extent to which acceleration contributes to the observed 

positive [gains]” of those students who graduate from high school early (337). This 

study seeks to address that very gap in the research. 

 

Impact of GPA and Influencing Factors during High School 

 Jacobson and Mokher (2009), in their analysis of students in Florida moving from 

high school to college, came to what is a logical conclusion: high school grade point 

average is a defining factor in a student’s decision to progress to formal postsecondary 

training.  

 Several studies highlight the need for high school counselors and the important role 

they play as college admissions advisers in students’ postsecondary aspirations (see 

McDonough, 2005; Perna et al, 2008; Plank and Jordan, 2001; Farmer-Hinton and 

McCullough, 2008). According to the American School Counselor Association (as cited 

by McDonough, 2005), the optimal student to counselor ratio is 100:1. Her analysis of 

the available literature and data shows disparate estimates of the average actual student 

to counselor ratio. Yet the number is actually somewhere between three times (at the 

minimum) and fifty times (at the maximum) the ratio recommended by the ASCA (16, 

emphasis added). Perna and her coauthors (2008) build on this information by 
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highlighting the inequality in school and district resources for counseling and the 

dramatic variations in effective college entrance counseling across schools. These 

researchers reinforce a claim also made by McDonough (2005): the college aspirations 

of low-income students in high-poverty schools are significantly affected by the lack of 

adequate counseling during high school. 

 

Impact of Employment during High School 

 The research concerning employment during high school has decidedly mixed 

results. The literature has primarily focused on the immediate outcomes of paid 

employment during high school, concerning student engagement, grades, and high 

school completion. The consideration, however, is not just whether a student had a paid 

job, but also for how many hours per week that student was worked. Monahan and her 

coauthors (2011) found that while “high-intensity employment” (i.e. at least 20 hours 

per week) did have negative returns to engagement and grades, “moderate-intensity 

employment” (i.e. less than 20 hours per week) did not demonstrate any negative 

impacts on these same metrics. Lee and Staff (2007) demonstrated something similar in 

their propensity score matching analysis: those students who worked intensively in 9th 

or 10th grade were more likely to drop out of high school than those who worked less 

than 20 hours a week. Their chosen method allowed them to conclude that it is the 

amount of work itself – rather than some innate characteristics of the students – which 

affect the drop-out probability and other outcomes. March and Kleitman (2005) found 

negative effects across the board (i.e. on grades, courses taken later in high school, 
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occupational plans and intentions, and delinquent behaviors) for students who were 

employed during middle and high school (though they did not allow for variation in the 

number of hours worked). The authors counter the argument that working during high 

school instills responsibility and good habits by stating that the kinds of jobs 

traditionally held by teenagers – “low pay, low skill, dead-end jobs in the service 

sector” – do not provide adequate opportunities for the development of good moral fiber 

or a sense of responsibility (Ibid, 360-1). Their analysis did, however, show positive 

gains for one subset of students who worked during high school: those who saved their 

earnings in order to pay for postsecondary education (354).  

 However, in contrast to the underlying assumptions and findings of these studies, 

Warren (2002) presents a new framework of analysis of employment during high 

school. He contends that researchers traditionally view time spent in paid employment 

and time spent doing schoolwork as a zero-sum game. That is, as a student becomes 

more invested in her job, she becomes increasingly less interested and engaged in 

school (370). Instead, Warren postulates that time spent working could be detracting 

from other activities in the student’s life, not just school. There is a selection problem, 

he claims, with students who work and those that do not, and those students who choose 

to work intensively inherently value paid employment more than schoolwork. To these 

intensively working teenagers, employment is more important to their character and 

their life aspirations than schoolwork. 
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Postsecondary Outcomes 

 The literature on postsecondary outcomes for young people trends heavily toward 

promoting enrolment and participation in some kind of education beyond high school, 

whether at a four-year baccalaureate institution or a two-year community college or 

vocational/technical school. The institutional barriers to entry for students of minority 

races or low socioeconomic status (Zhan and Sherraden, 2011; Kaushal and 

Nepomnyaschy, 2009; Datnow et all, 2010) and those with alternative high school 

certifications (Erickson and Morningstar, 2009; Patterson et al, 2010) are well 

documented and reviewed. Furthermore, the returns to earnings of postsecondary 

education are demonstrably higher than those for high school graduates with no further 

training or education. Jacobsen and Mokher (2009) found that earning any sort of 

formal postsecondary credential has significantly higher returns to earnings than 

completing even the same or greater amount of formal training but without certification. 

Autor (2010), in his analysis of the trends in hourly wages for college-educated workers 

over the last four decades, concludes that earning at least a four-year baccalaureate 

degree is necessary in today’s labor market. The middle-skill, well-compensated jobs 

traditionally available to those with just a high school diploma are dwindling, while 

both low-skill, low-paying jobs and those high-paying careers requiring extensive 

further education are expanding. However, as Holzer (2010) counters, Autor’s analysis 

of the data demonstrate an upward trend of increasing returns for each additional year of 

education beyond high school, irrespective of the attainment of a certificate. Indeed, 

Holzer and Lerman (2007) posit that the data reveals on upward trend in the demand for 
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middle-skilled workers with only some college work or a two-year associate’s degree or 

certification. There is clearly some contention in the literature as to whether a 

bachelor’s degree is an absolute necessity for one to earn at least a living wage. Yet the 

data clearly demonstrates that some additional formal training beyond high school is 

significantly favorable to one’s wage potential over simply a high school diploma. 

 A small portion of the research on postsecondary outcomes is dedicated to 

examining the decision-making processes of high school graduates in their choices to 

transition into either different forms of postsecondary certification or the labor market. 

Bozick and DeLuca (2011), in their recent study based on the same body of data 

employed by this study, examined the respondents’ indicated reasons for not attending 

higher education. They found that more than half (50.7%) of postsecondary non-

enrollees indicated they would prefer gainful employment to college enrollment. This 

decision was made on the basis of economic and personal value considerations rather 

than any personal failing – i.e. the respondents had been performing adequately in high 

school and were quite able, they simply chose to work rather than earn a higher degree 

(1255). Lindholm (2006) posits that much of the decision regarding enrollment in 

postsecondary education versus entrance into the labor market is influenced by one’s 

environment, rather than personal ability or considerations of funding. If a student’s 

parents do not value higher education, he or she is less likely to choose postsecondary 

education over paid employment. The same is true if the student has little personal 

interaction with people who have earned higher degrees (Ibid, 597). Holland (2011) 
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came to a similar conclusion in her analysis on the emphasis of peer attitude and 

experiences on the choices of black teenagers.     
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DATA, MEASURES, AND METHOD 
 
Data  

 The data used in this study is from the Education Longitudinal Study: 2002, a 

longitudinal survey administered by the National Center for Educational Statistics 

(NCES). This survey monitors the progress of a nationally representative sample of 

students who were sophomores in the spring of 2002. Thus far, students have been 

resurveyed in the spring of 2004 and 2006, with the survey altered in each follow up 

year to assess and accommodate their varying life stages and progressions. (The study 

intends to survey this cohort again in 2012 and continually until they are 26 to 30 years 

of age.) The study includes surveys of not only students, but also their parents, school 

administrators, and school librarians. The base year survey collects data on student 

demographics and socio-economic status, as well as academic records, achievements, 

the students’ personal attitude toward education and schooling, and his/her plans and 

intentions for the future. The first follow-up survey collects information on the student’s 

current educational status – whether he/she is in school at expected grade-level (12th), 

in school behind expected grade-level, has dropped out (and the reasons for doing so), 

or has graduated early (and the reasons for doing so) – as well as reassessing his/her 

attitudes toward schooling and plans for future educational attainment. The second 

follow-up survey takes note of the respondents’ current status – whether working or in 

post-secondary school – and his/her achievements in that space; the survey again 

assesses the respondents’ attitudes toward post-secondary education and their plans for 

the future. The ELS:2002 is intended to monitor how students’ attitudes and intentions 
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change over time, and how those intensions indicate or coincide with their actual 

behaviors. 

 Of special interest to this paper is the Early Graduate questionnaire (EGQ) 

administered during the first follow-up survey in 2004. This questionnaire was given 

only to those members of the cohort who received a high school diploma, a GED 

qualification, or an equivalent certification on or before March 15, 2004 (three months 

before the rest of the cohort). The EGQ assesses the respondents’ reasons for finishing 

high school early, high school courses, extracurricular involvement, recreational habits 

outside of school, jobs held since graduation, and his/her plans for and feelings about 

the future.  

 The 557 students who completed the EGQ (i.e. graduated from high school early) are 

the key focus of this investigation. The study does not include those respondents to the 

ELS:2002 who did not complete high school by the summer of 2004. 

 

 

Measures 

 Short-term Postsecondary Choice. The dependent variable indicates a respondent’s 

short-term postsecondary choice as of January of 2006. The metric is coded as a 

categorical variable indicating one of three outcomes: the respondent only earned a 

GED or high school diploma and did not pursue any further training or education 

(coded as 1); the respondent ever enrolled in a 2-year or short-term education or 

vocational training program (coded as 2); or the respondent ever enrolled in a 4-year 
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baccalaureate program (coded as 3). For the sake of brevity, in the results section, I will 

refer to the first category as simply ‘earned a high school diploma’, though the category 

includes both types of certificate achievement, diploma and GED. 

 Early Graduate. The ELS:2002 codes a student as having graduated early from high 

school if he or she achieved the normal high school diploma on or prior to March 15, 

2004. Individual school districts have varying dates for high school graduation, ranging 

from early May to mid-June. Therefore, for this study, those graduating ‘on time’ are 

coded as matriculating from high school with their local age and year cohort, 

irrespective of any universal specified date. The data set includes an indicator variable 

for whether a student completed the Early Graduate Questionnaire in the 2004 follow-

up. This variable was used to assign a value of 1 (did complete the EGQ) or 0 (did not 

complete the EGQ) to indicate early graduation. 

 GPA. The ELS:2002 included a respondent’s sophomore year grade point average as 

an ordinal variable with seven ranked categories, from 0.00 to 4.00. As the GPA 

variable is not continuous (and we do not know precise values for each respondent), we 

cannot make direct interpretations of coefficients in the subsequent models. However, 

as the model employed is a multinomial logit, and the direction and statistical 

significance of each variable coefficient is of paramount importance, this study includes 

the GPA variable in its original ordinal form. For the purpose of comparing across 

groups and achievement levels, the GPA variable will then be aggregated into three 

categories: high, middle, and low. High GPA is coded as a GPA between 3.1 and 4.0; 

middle GPA is coded as between 2.1 and 3.0; and low GPA is coded as anything 2.0 
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and below. This aggregate GPA classification will later be interacted with early 

graduate status to assess the impact of academic achievement and graduation timing on 

postsecondary outcomes. 

 Race. The student’s self-reported race can take one of seven values, indicating that 

the respondent is either: white (non-Hispanic), black (non-Hispanic), Hispanic (with no 

race specified), Hispanic (with a race specified), American Indian/Alaska Native, 

Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, or multiracial.  

 Gender. A student’s gender is simply coded as a dummy variable for either male (1) 

or female (0). 

 Parental Educational Attainment. The variable for parental education used in this 

study is a composite measure for the highest level of education received by either of a 

respondent’s parents, indicating several levels of attainment: did not finish high school; 

received a high school diploma or GED; attended a 2-year college but did not graduate; 

graduated from 2-year college; attended a 4-year college but did not graduate; graduated 

from a 4-year college; completed a Master’s degree; or completed a PhD, MD, or other 

advanced degree. Each level of attainment is assigned a numerical value from 1 to 8 (1 

indicates a failure to finish high school and 8 indicates an advanced degree).  

 Employment during High School. The ELS:2002 includes two separate variables 

indicating the number of hours of paid employment a respondent undertook during the 

2001-2002 and the 2003-2004 school years. For the purposes of this study, I have 

included only a dichotomous variable indicating paid employment during the 2001-

2002 school year. This is to eliminate bias in the data from those students who 
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graduated early in the 2003-2004 school year and may have entered the workforce 

directly. 

 Diploma. This variable is a simple dichotomous dummy indicator of whether a 

respondent received a full high school diploma or a GED. Since every respondent in the 

data set completer high school by August of 2004, a diploma or a GED are the only 

completion options. 

 

Method 

 The analysis begins with a series of comparisons between those respondents who 

graduated early and those who graduated on time; respondents with high-, middle-, and 

low-level GPAs; and three postsecondary choices of respondents.  

Next, I estimate a series of multinomial logit regression models to model discrete 

choices available to students who have completed high school or earned GED. The 

multinomial logit can be expressed as: 

��� = �� = 	
	∑ ��

�
�� �

∑ 	∑ ���
�
��

�

���

, � = 1, 2, 3 

 

and estimates the effects of a vector of k explanatory variables on postsecondary 

enrolment choices with J unordered alternatives: 1 = no further enrollment or training; 2 

= enrolment in 2-year (or less) alternative postsecondary or vocational training 

program; and 3 = enrolment in a 4‐year baccalaureate program. This method uses 

maximum-likelihood estimation techniques to predict the likelihood of being in a 
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particular category of the dependent variable as compared to a reference category. A 

key assumption of multinomial logit models is that individual choices among available 

alternatives are a function of attributes of the decision‐maker. The timing of high school 

completion is considered a critical driver of a student’s short-term career choices, so a 

dichotomous variable indicating early graduation status is included. Additional 

covariates include the respondent’s high school GPA (measured in 2002), race, gender, 

highest aggregate parental education level, and whether the respondent had paid 

employment during the 2001-2002 school year. 

 Panel weights, based on the base year (2002) and the second follow-up year (2006), 

are applied in the estimation of multivariate models to account for complex sampling 

design and attrition (Codebook, 2006). As the proportion of missing values for each 

independent variable were low enough not to warrant concerns of non-random bias, 

missing values have been imputed using the automatic imputation and rounding 

commands in Stata. 

 A multinomial logit approach has been used previously by other researchers to 

model probabilities across a number of student outcomes (Herzog, 2005; Jones-White et 

al, 2009; Porter, 2003). Jones-White and his colleagues discuss at length the appeal of 

using such a model, as it allows for one to assess several binomial logit comparisons 

simultaneously (2009, 160). 

 There are several limitations to this analysis. As the ELS:2002 study has only 

surveyed respondents three times over four years (in 2002, 2004, and 2006), 

generalizations made from the short-term choices and achievements of respondents 
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must be analyzed carefully. The study unfortunately does not have the power to make 

predictions about the future successes or failures of these students who graduated early, 

or those who were ‘successful’ or ‘marginal’ graduates, relative to their peers. 

Furthermore, in many school districts, graduating or completing high school early is not 

a popular course of action among even academically talented young people. It certainly 

is not an option that is commonly available to all students. Indeed, many students are 

not even aware that such an option is available to them. Thus, the students – ‘average’ 

or otherwise – who self-select into early graduation might very well have some innate 

abilities or characteristics that preemptively set them apart from their peers. Hence, 

comparisons involving these groups may suffer from unavoidable bias. The study is 

additionally limited by the lack of differentiation between those students who chose in 

the short-term not to pursue postsecondary education and those who enrolled in the 

military directly after high school. Some particular populations of interest – the poor 

and low achievers – are overrepresented in the military, which means those young 

people are not adequately represented here. They are grouped together with those 

students who chose just a high school diploma, which may also bias the estimates. 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Variables Used in the Analysis 
Independent Variable % 

Sample 
Independent Variable % 

Sample 
Graduation Status  Employed during 2001-2002 SY  
 Early (before 03/04) 3.96  [missing/no response] 18.96 
 On-time (summer 2004) 96.04  Worked 30.37 
GPA   Did not work 69.63 
 [missing/no response] 6.43 Parents’ Education  
 0.00 – 1.00 0.50  [missing/no response] 5.02 
 1.01 – 1.50 2.31  Did not finish HS 4.69 
 1.51 – 2.00 9.32  Earned HS diploma or GED 17.65 
 2.01 – 2.50 18.03  Attended 2yr school 10.27 
 2.51 – 3.00 22.25  Graduated from 2yr school 9.94 
 3.01 – 3.50 22.49  Attended 4yr college 10.92 
 3.51 – 4.00 18.66  Graduated from 4yr college 22.62 
Race   Earned advanced degree 18.90 
 [missing/no response] 5.31 Postsecondary Outcome  
 American Indian/Alaskan 0.70  HS diploma or GED 19.47 
 Asian/Hawaiian/Pac Islander 9.25  Enrolled in 2yr or less institution 27.06 
 Black 11.73  Enrolled in 4yr college  53.47 
 Hispanic 12.30 Certificate Achievement  
 Multiracial 4.33  Diploma 97.29 
 White 56.38  GED 2.71 
Gender     
 [missing/no response] 5.65    
 Male 46.15    
 Female 49.04    

Source: NCES Education Longitudinal Study: 2002 
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RESULTS 
 

Table 2. Time of Graduation Tabulation Results (%) 
Independent Variable Early Grads On-Time Grads 

GPA Ranked Level   
 Low GPA (2.0 and below) 38.84 11.29 
 Middle GPA (2.1 to 3.0) 39.05 43.09 
 High GPA (3.1 to 4.0) 22.11 45.62 
 Chi-Square 345.22** (2) 
Race   
 American Indian/Alaskan 1.17 0.73 
 Asian/Hawaiian/Pac Islander 7.39 9.95 
 Black 17.32 12.01 
 Hispanic 18.68 12.67 
 Multiracial 5.25 4.33 
 White 50.19 60.31 
 Chi-Square 39.057** (5) 
Gender   
 Male 49.03 48.61 
 Female 50.97 51.39 
 Chi-Square 0.036 (1) 
Employed during 01-02 SY   
 Worked 48.44 36.95 
 Did not work 51.56 63.05 
 Chi-Square 22.6** (1) 
Parents’ Education   
 Did not finish HS 8.33 4.76 
 Earned HS diploma or GED 24.61 18.10 
 Attended 2yr institution 15.50 10.62 
 Graduated from 2yr institution 10.27 10.51 
 Attended 4yr college 11.63 11.37 
 Graduated from 4yr college 18.60 24.19 
 Earned advanced degree 11.05 20.45 
 Chi-Square 63.53** (6) 
Certificate Achievement  
 Diploma 72.27 98.60 
 GED 27.73 1.40 
 Chi-Square 1400** (1) 
Highest Level of Education Pursued   
 HS diploma or GED 36.73 48.90 
 Ever enrolled in 2yr or less 

institution 
37.35 50.04 

 Ever enrolled in 4yr college 25.92 1.02 
 Chi-Square 189.02** (2) 

a. **significant at the 0.01 level 
b. Source: NCES Education Longitudinal Study: 2002 
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Comparisons of Student Groups 

 Across Tables 2, 3, and 4, one can observe the distribution across noteworthy 

classifications included in the model, namely: on-time versus early graduates; rank level 

of GPA achievement; and the three postsecondary outcomes explored in the model.  

We find only two comparisons for which we cannot safely assume an association: the 

comparison between a respondent’s gender and his or her date of graduation, and that 

between employment during a respondent’s sophomore year of high school and his or 

her postsecondary outcome. Despite these chi-square values, we cannot necessarily 

assume a complete lack of association in these cases, so the employment variable will 

still be included in the following estimations. 

 Reviewing the population of students who graduated from high school early (Table 

2), we see a mix of achievement indicators, high school certification achievements, 

parental education levels, and postsecondary outcomes. Indeed, it appears that the 

predominant proportion of our early graduates had low to middle GPA rankings. This is 

in stark contrast to the themes of the prevailing literature on the topic, which focus 

solely on exceptionally bright early graduates, giving the impression that few, if any, 

‘underachievers’ finish high school early. Table 2 reveals that a large proportion of 

those students who graduated from high school early had middle to low GPA levels. 

This tabulation is particularly interesting, as it demonstrates that students from all 

academic backgrounds have chosen to graduate early, not just those whose grades 

indicate a high level of achievement or intelligence. 
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Table 3. GPA Rank Tabulation Results (%) 
Independent Variable High GPA Middle GPA Low GPA 

Graduation Status    
 Early (before 03/04) 1.90 3.50 12.11 
 On-time (summer 2004) 98.10 96.50 87.89 
 Chi-Square 345.21** (2) 
Race    

 American Indian/Alaskan 0.40 0.94 1.13 
 Asian/Hawaiian/Pac Islander 12.77 7.92 5.60 
 Black 5.29 15.19 25.36 
 Hispanic 8.67 14.98 21.27 
 Multiracial 4.32 4.85 4.59 
 White 68.54 56.12 42.04 
 Chi-Square 944.48** (10) 
Gender    
 Male 39.94 53.50 62.15 
 Female 60.06 46.50 37.85 
 Chi-Square 335.74** (2) 
Employed during 2001-2002 SY    
 Worked 36.62 37.71 40.96 
 Did not work 63.38 62.29 59.04 
 Chi-Square 8.14* (2) 
Parent’s Education    
 Did not finish HS 3.46 5.59 8.03 
 Earned HS diploma or GED 13.76 21.10 28.17 
 Attended 2yr institution 8.75 12.02 13.93 
 Graduated from 2yr institution 8.86 11.69 13.11 
 Attended 4yr college 9.70 12.91 12.05 
 Graduated from 4yr college 27.37 22.66 14.99 
 Earned advanced degree 28.09 14.03 9.72 
 Chi-Square 775.23** (12) 
Certificate Achievement    
 Diploma 99.53 98.38 90.11 
 GED 0.47 1.62 9.89 
 Chi-Square 544.16** (2) 
Highest Level of Education Pursued    
 Only HS diploma or GED 6.59 24.62 47.76 
 Ever enrolled in 2yr or less 

institution 
15.56 36.94 36.76 

 Ever enrolled in 4yr college  77.86 38.43 15.48 
 Chi-Square 2800** (4) 

a. **significant at the 0.01 level; *significant at the 0.05 level 
b. Source: NCES Education Longitudinal Study: 2002 
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Table 4. Dependent Variable Tabulation Results (%) 
Independent Variable HS Diploma 

or GED 
Ever attended 2-
yr or less school 

Ever attended 
4-yr school 

Graduation Status    
 Early (before 03/04) 8.01 5.56 1.91 
 On-time (summer 2004) 91.99 94.44 98.09 
 Chi-Square 189.02** (2) 
GPA Rank Level    
 Low GPA (2.0 and below) 29.95 16.28 3.47 
 Middle GPA (2.1 to 3.0) 54.41 57.64 30.39 
 High GPA (3.1 to 4.0) 15.63 26.08 66.14 
 Chi-Square 2800** (4) 
Race    

 American Indian/Alaskan 1.50 0.73 0.46 
 Asian/ Hawaiian/Pac Islander 5.28 9.55 11.35 
 Black 15.75 13.26 10.68 
 Hispanic 17.73 17.65 8.49 
 Multiracial 5.54 4.08 4.50 
 White 54.21 54.73 64.52 
 Chi-Square 386.91** (10) 
Gender    
 Male 55.12 46.27 45.18 
 Female 44.88 53.73 54.82 
 Chi-Square 71.1** (2) 
Employed during 2001-2002 SY    
 Worked 39.43 37.17 36.72 
 Did not work 60.57 62.83 63.28 
 Chi-Square 4.497 (2) 
Parent’s Education    
 Did not finish HS 9.82 6.25 2.39 
 Earned HS diploma or GED 32.14 21.94 11.24 
 Attended 2yr institution 14.50 13.60 7.97 
 Graduated from 2yr institution 11.99 13.66 8.25 
 Attended 4yr college 11.48 12.41 10.84 
 Graduated from 4yr college 13.18 20.36 29.83 
 Earned advanced degree 6.89 11.78 29.48 
 Chi-Square 1700** (12) 
Certificate Achievement    
 Diploma 92.07 96.88 99.34 
 GED 7.93 3.12 0.66 
 Chi-Square 333.88** (2) 

a. **significant at the 0.01 level; *significant at the 0.05 level 
b. Source: NCES Education Longitudinal Study: 2002 
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Multinomial Logit Results 

 Below are the results of a series of multinomial logit estimations. Each table reports 

odds ratios and standard errors comparing each of the three postsecondary outcomes. 

Odds ratios greater than 1 indicate that a higher value of the independent variable or a 

value of 1 for the dummy indicators imply an increase in the likelihood of choosing one 

postsecondary outcome over the other within that comparison. Odds ratios less than one 

thus imply a decreased likelihood of choosing one over the other. The first column in 

each model compares 2-year enrolment to just a high school diploma. The second 

column compares 4-year enrolment to just a high school diploma. The third column 

under each model heading compares enrolment in a 2-year program to that in a 4-year 

baccalaureate program. In each model, the sets of dummy indicators for each ordinal or 

categorical variable has one omitted category to serve as a reference for each respective 

group of dummy variables: for race, ‘white’ has been omitted; for parental education, 

‘earned high school diploma’ has been omitted. In the third model, on-time graduates 

with middle level GPAs are excluded as the reference category. In the final model, 

middle level GPA and early graduates with a GED certificate are omitted as reference 

categories. This means that for each of these categorical variables, the odds ratio 

associated with each dummy indicator is relative to both the reference dummy category 

and the comparison between the two outcomes. The goal of this study is to examine the 

impact of high school achievement (measured here in GPA), timing of graduation, and 

certificate achievement on short-term postsecondary choices (controlling for race, 

gender, and parental education levels), and to compare how middle achievers across all 
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groups fare in such environments. These omitted categories allow for the intended 

analysis. 

 A series of F tests for joint significance are performed after each model in this 

analysis, revealing a chi-square value significant beyond the p = 0.001 level. This 

allows for a rejection of the null hypothesis that the combination of these independent 

variables has no effect on the postsecondary choices of respondents.  

 Model 1 allows me to analyze postsecondary choices in light of the primary 

covariates and a simple indicator for early graduation. In Model 2, with the inclusion of 

interaction terms between level of GPA (high, middle, and low) and early graduate 

status, I can make comparisons between early graduates of varying achievement levels 

on their on-time graduate peers. Model 3 provides further detailed comparisons between 

high, middle, and low achieving early and on-time graduates, with the ‘average’ high 

school graduate – mid-level GPA and ‘on-time’ – as the reference category. In Model 4, 

not only do I differentiate between high, middle, and low achieving graduates generally, 

but I am also able to analyze the impacts of a respondent’s certificate achievement and 

graduation time on that respondent’s postsecondary choices, through a set of interaction 

terms. Through these four models, I will be able to analyze and discuss the impact of 

early graduation, GPA, and certificate achievement on postsecondary choices, 

accounting for varying between and among each of these groups. 

 Not surprisingly, across all four models, parental education achievement is the most 

reliable predictor of short-term postsecondary outcomes for respondents. The signs are 

as expected: the higher level of education achieved by a respondent’s parents, the more 
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likely he or she is to choose some kind of postsecondary enrolment (whether 2-year or 

4-year) over just a high school diploma and the more likely a respondent is to choose 4-

year over 2-year enrolment. Furthermore, the magnitude of the likelihood ratios are 

much larger for those respondent’s whose parents have a bachelor or advanced degree 

between them, indicating a much stronger likelihood. With few exceptions, all 

coefficients on these terms are highly significant. The odds ratios for these parental 

education dummies remain stable throughout all four models. Sophomore year GPA 

also remains a steady predictor of postsecondary choices: those with higher GPAs are 

significantly more likely to choose enrolment over just a diploma and to choose 4-year 

over 2-year postsecondary enrolment.  

 In every case, male respondents are significantly less likely to choose postsecondary 

enrolment over just a diploma than their female counterparts, even when controlling for 

other factors such as GPA and certificate type. However, men appear more likely to 

choose 4-year over 2-year enrolment, though these odds ratios are not significant in any 

model except the second. Except for model 2, the odds ratios remain approximately 

stable across models. 

 Across the four models, the dummy indicators for a respondent’s race paint a 

somewhat different picture. In all cases, Asian respondents are statistically significantly 

more likely than their white peers to choose some form of postsecondary training over 

just a high school diploma. They are also more likely to choose 4-year enrolment over 

2-year. Other minority groups (multiracial, American Indian) demonstrate a negative 

likelihood of choosing postsecondary enrolment over just a diploma, though the 
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significance levels of these coefficients vary across models. However, for the two 

primary minority groups – blacks and Hispanics – neither the signs nor the significance 

levels of comparable likelihoods of choosing either form of postsecondary enrolment 

over just a diploma are consistent across the four models. Yet Hispanic respondents are 

significantly less likely to choose 4-year enrolment over 2-year enrolment than white 

respondents, controlling for other factors. Black and multiracial respondents, however, 

are more likely than their white peers to pursue a Bachelor’s degree than some form of 

2-year training or certification. 

 Furthermore, despite the extensive studies evaluating the impacts of employment 

during high school, in only one case did the odds ratios for this variable demonstrate 

significance, and then only at the 0.05 level. The magnitudes of the odds ratios for this 

factor consistently indicate that those respondents who had paid employment during the 

2001-2002 school year are less likely to choose 2-year enrolment over just a high school 

diploma than their non-working peers, but more likely to choose 4-year enrolment over 

both a high school diploma and 2-year postsecondary enrolment. Again, however, these 

measures rarely demonstrate statistical significance across the models. 

 Across the first three models, those respondents who earned a high school diploma 

are significantly more likely to choose postsecondary enrolment over just that high 

school completion certificate than their peers who chose to get a GED. While diploma-

earners are also significantly more likely to choose 4-year over 2-year enrolment, the 

magnitude of the odds ratios indicate that the increased likelihood between 4-year 

enrolment and just a diploma is stronger than that between 4-year and 2-year enrolment, 
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relative to their GED-earning peers. In the last model, this certificate-type indicator is 

interacted with the timing of graduation in order to assess their impact relative to each 

other. Those odds ratios display a similar pattern of magnitudes for on-time graduates, 

although they do not demonstrate significance. The pattern for early graduates is 

divergent from these early results, as discussed below. 

 As revealed in the second model, early graduates across achievement types appear to 

be more likely to choose 2-year enrolment over a diploma, but less likely to choose 4-

year enrolment over just a diploma, than their on-time graduate peers as a group. They 

are also less likely to choose 4-year over 2-year postsecondary enrolment. However, 

none of these terms holds statistical significance, save for the coefficients on middle and 

low achievers and their decreased likelihood to enroll in a 4-year baccalaureate 

program. Disaggregating this group further in model 3, low achievers in both the early 

and on-time graduate groups are significantly less likely to choose postsecondary 

enrolment (or to choose the more intensive of the postsecondary enrolment options) 

than their middle-achieving on-time graduate peers. Not surprisingly, high-achieving 

on-time graduates are more likely to choose enrolment over just a diploma than middle 

achieving on-time graduates. They are furthermore considerably more likely to choose 

4-year enrolment over participation in a 2-year program. However, high-achieving on-

time graduates have a stronger likelihood of choosing 4-year enrolment over just high 

school relative to their middle-achieving on-time graduate peers, than of choosing 4-

year over 2-year postsecondary enrolment, as indicated by the magnitudes of the odds 

ratios. Middle-achieving early graduates appear to be more likely to choose 2-year 
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enrolment over just a diploma, but less likely to choose 4-year enrolment over either 

other option, than their middle-achieving on-time graduate peers, controlling for all 

other factors. However, none of these terms holds any statistical significance, so 

generalizations drawn from them are tenuous. 

 The fourth model presents an interesting result: on-time graduates with a GED rather 

than a full diploma are significantly less likely their early GED graduate peers to choose 

postsecondary enrolment over just this certificate achievement. Also interesting in this 

model is that on-time diploma-earners appear to be more likely to choose enrolment 

over just a diploma than on-time GED-earners, but neither of these terms is significant. 

Considering the literature regarding the impacts of a GED certificate versus a full 

diploma, I would expect to find greater significance and impact on these terms. Early 

graduates with a full diploma appear to be more likely to choose 2-year enrolment and 

less likely to choose 4-year enrolment than their on-time GED-earning peers, but 

neither of these comparisons hold significance, either.  

 A further set of multinomial logit models were conducted with an ordinal variable 

indicating total household income in 2001, with eight categories. Here, I found that the 

coefficients on income were on the whole not statistically significant at either the ¬p = 

0.01 or p = 0.05 levels. The only exception was the significance levels of the three 

highest income categories (i.e. total household yearly income greater than $75,000 in 

2001) in the comparison between postsecondary outcomes of only a high school 

diploma vs. enrolment in a 4-year college. No significance was found on the impact of 

household income on the choice between just a diploma and enrolment in a 2-year 
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program. Parental education achievement thus serves as a better and more significant 

‘home life’ predictor of student postsecondary outcomes, and so is included here. 
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Table 5. Multinomial Logit Estimations (N=12,636) 
Independent Variables Model 1 Model 2 

 2yr: HS 4yr: HS 4yr: 2yr 2yr: HS 4yr: HS 4yr: 2yr 
Parent’s Education       
 Did not finish high school 0.84 0.61** 0.73* 0.83 0.6** 0.72* 
  (0.11) (0.1) (0.94) (0.1) (0.09) (0.1) 
 Attended 2-yr school 1.28* 1.2 0.94 1.31** 1.29** 0.98 
  (0.13) (0.13) (0.1) (0.13) (0.13) (0.09) 
 Graduated from 2-yr school 1.5** 1.56** 1.04 1.54** 1.67** 1.08 
  (0.16) (0.18) (0.11) (0.16) (0.17) (0.1) 
 Attended 4-yr college 1.3* 1.92** 1.48** 1.34** 2.01** 1.51** 
  (0.14) (0.22) (0.15) (0.15) (0.21) (0.14) 
 Graduated from 4-yr college 1.82** 3.77** 2.08** 1.96** 4.73** 2.41** 
  (0.2) (0.38) (0.17) (0.2) (0.44) (0.19) 
 Earned advanced degree 1.7** 5.43** 3.2** 1.9** 8.17** 4.29** 
  (0.03) (0.68) (0.3) (0.24) (0.93) (0.39) 
Race       
 American Indian/Alaskan 0.59 0.65 1.1 0.52 0.37** 0.72 
  (0.18) (0.23) (0.38) (0.15) (0.12) (0.23) 
 Asian, Hawaiian, Pac Islander 1.7** 1.81** 1.06 1.74** 1.98** 1.14 
  (0.23) (0.24) (0.1) (0.24) (0.26) (0.1) 
 Black 1.05 1.77** 1.69** 0.83* 0.67** 0.81 
  (0.1) (0.18) (0.15) (0.08) (0.06) (0.04) 
 Hispanic 1.21* 0.82 0.68** 1.1 0.54** 0.49** 
  (0.11) (0.09) (0.06) (0.1) (0.05) (0.04) 
 Multiracial 0.63** 0.89 1.42* 0.59** 0.65** 1.12 
  (0.1) (0.15) (0.2) (0.1) (0.1) (0.15) 
Male 0.8** 0.92 1.16* 0.69** 0.56** 0.82** 
 (0.05) (0.06) (0.07) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) 
Employed during 01-02 SY 0.93 1.08 1.16* 0.91 1.01 1.11 
 (0.06) (0.08) (0.07) (0.06) (0.07) (0.06) 
Diploma 1.87* 2.53** 1.35 2.58** 8.07** 3.13** 
 (0.29) (0.68) (0.36) (0.4) (1.82) (0.73) 
Early Graduate 1.24 0.77 0.62**    
 (0.17) (0.14) (0.1)    
GPA 1.3** 2.7** 2.08**    
 (0.03) (0.08) (0.6)    
High GPA Early Graduate    1.02 0.85 0.84 
    (0.36) (0.3) (0.24) 
Middle GPA Early Graduate    1.13 0.45** 0.4** 
    (0.22) (0.12) (0.09) 
Low GPA Early Graduate    1.13 0.4** 0.35** 
    (0.23) (0.12) (0.09) 
Pseudo R2 0.169 0.0829 
Chi-Square 1872.32** (32) 1180.96** (34) 

a. ** significant at the 0.01 level; * significant at the 0.05 level 
b. Source: NCES Education Longitudinal Study: 2002 
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Table 6. Further Multinomial Logit Estimations (N=12,636) 
Independent Variables Model 3 Model 4 

 2yr: HS 4yr: HS 4yr: 2yr 2yr: HS 4yr: HS 4yr: 2yr 
Parent’s Education       
 Did not finish high school 0.84 0.58** 0.69* 0.84 0.59** 0.7* 
  (0.11) (0.09) (0.12) (0.11) (0.1) (0.11) 
 Attended 2-yr school 1.27* 1.2 0.94 1.27* 1.2 0.94 
  (0.13) (0.13) (0.09) (0.13) (0.13) (0.09) 
 Graduated from 2-yr school 1.5** 1.55** 1.03 1.5** 1.55** 1.04 
  (0.16) (0.17) (0.12) (0.16) (0.17) (0.11) 
 Attended 4-yr college 1.3* 1.96** 1.5** 1.31* 1.96** 1.5** 
  (0.14) (0.22) (0.15) (0.14) (0.22) (0.15) 
 Graduated from 4-yr college 1.85** 4.03** 2.18** 1.85** 4.05** 2.19** 
  (0.19) (0.4) (0.18) (0.19) (0.4) (0.18) 
 Earned advanced degree 1.7** 5.8** 3.39** 1.72** 5.83** 3.39** 
  (0.21) (0.71) (0.32) (0.22) (0.72) (0.32) 
Race       
 American Indian/Alaskan 0.56 0.56 0.99 0.56 0.56 1.0 
  (0.17) (0.19) (0.34) (0.17) (0.19) (0.35) 
 Asian, Hawaiian, Pac Islander 1.71** 1.88** 1.1 1.71** 1.87** 1.1 
  (0.23) (0.25) (0.1) (0.23) (0.25) (0.1) 
 Black 1.01 1.42** 1.41** 1.02 1.44** 1.41** 
  (0.1) (0.14) (0.12) (0.1) (0.14) (0.12) 
 Hispanic 1.19 0.75** 0.63** 1.19 0.75** 0.63** 
  (0.11) (0.08) (0.06) (0.11) (0.08) (0.06) 
 Multiracial 0.63** 0.87 1.37* 0.64** 0.87 1.37* 
  (0.1) (0.14) (0.21) (0.1) (0.15) (0.21) 
Male 0.77** 0.83** 1.07 0.78* 0.83** 1.07 
 (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06) 
Employed during 01-02 SY 0.91 1.02 1.12 0.91 1.02 1.12 
 (0.06) (0.07) (0.07) (0.06) (0.07) (0.07) 
High GPA Early Graduate 1.0 1.44 1.44    
 (0.35) (0.48) (0.41)    
Middle GPA Early Graduate 1.08 0.69 0.64*    
 (0.21) (0.16) (0.14)    
Low GPA Early Graduate 0.96 0.39** 0.35**    
 (0.19) (0.11) (0.04)    
High GPA On-Time Graduate 1.71** 6.54** 3.84**    
 (0.15) (0.54) (0.24)    
Low GPA On-Time Graduate 0.61** 0.22** 0.35**    
 (0.05) (0.02) (0.04)    
Diploma 2.02** 3.45** 1.7*    
 (0.32) (0.83) (0.42)    
High GPA    1.16** 6.28** 3.79** 
    (0.14) (0.51) (0.24) 
Low GPA    0.63** 0.24** 0.38** 
    (0.05) (0.03) (0.04) 
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Independent Variables Model 3 Model 4 
 2yr: HS 4yr: HS 4yr: 2yr 2yr: HS 4yr: HS 4yr: 2yr 

Diploma Early Graduate    1.16 0.91 0.78 
    (0.32) (0.42) (0.34) 
GED On-Time Graduate    0.46** 0.29* 0.63 
    (0.14) (0.15) (0.32) 
Diploma On-Time Graduate    1.12 1.64 1.47 
    (0.27) (0.7) (0.6) 
Pseudo R2 0.1535 0.1554 
Chi-Square 1935.34** (36) 1911.04** (36) 

a. ** significant at the 0.01 level; * significant at the 0.05 level 
b. Source: NCES Education Longitudinal Study: 2002 
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DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

 When considering the adoption and implementation of policies regarding early 

graduation, there are two entities to consider: what is best for the student on the micro 

level, and what is best for the school system on the macro level. Policies which may 

benefit one may not necessarily be good for the other. Allowing students to graduate 

early is a prevalent enough policy that nearly five percent of the thousands of children 

sampled in the ELS:2002 study finished high school at least three months ahead of their 

peers. A large proportion of these early leavers were middle or even low-achieving 

students for whom these lenient policies on graduation appear to be detrimental. 

Schools and districts may allow middle and low achieving students to graduate early in 

order to reduce the funding or staffing burdens of high- or special-needs students. 

However, with the established data on the heightened importance of postsecondary 

training on future labor market outcome and earning potential, these policies regarding 

early leavers may very well be detrimental to the student. 

 The literature in support of early graduation for very bright and high-achieving 

students cites surveys and studies demonstrating the positive returns to academic 

pursuits and self-esteem of these bright students. Many of the nuances of these studies – 

namely, personal feelings of self-esteem and the performance levels of students once 

they enter postsecondary training – are simply not captured by the results presented 

here. However, many of the studies cited above limited their samples to those students 

who graduated from high school on an accelerated timeline with a full diploma and then 

entered some form of postsecondary institution, most commonly a 4-year baccalaureate 
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program. They failed to examine the incidence of or indicators for either a GED 

certificate or postsecondary enrolment among these early graduates. The results 

presented here encompass the entire population of early graduates, regardless of their 

certificate achievement or postsecondary outcome. They demonstrate that even for high 

achieving students, the immediate and most easily quantified benefit of graduating early 

(i.e. enrolling in postsecondary education) is not readily apparent.  Enrolment in a 4-

year baccalaureate program is the highly-touted goal of policy programs such as Race to 

the Top and No Child Left Behind. As I find above that even for high achieving, and 

certainly for middle and low achieving, students, early graduates are less likely than 

their on-time graduate peers to enroll in a 4-year baccalaureate program, we should 

carefully consider any policies which allow for early graduation of high school students. 

 At best, the results are neutral on the issue of allowing students to graduate early 

from high school. The outcomes for 2-year rather than 4-year programs are positive, 

and early leavers with a GED appear to be more likely than on-time GED earners to 

enroll in one or the other. However, students considering early graduation with either a 

GED or a diploma should require, at the very least, within-school counseling about their 

decision. As cited above, counseling is demonstrated to have significant impacts on 

students in their decision-making processes regarding the pursuit of education beyond 

high school. While the study presented here unfortunately does not capture the effects 

of said counseling, I would logically expect it to have a significant positive impact on 

the choices of early leavers. 
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 The study leaves several important unanswered questions. The model does not 

account for the self-selection of respondents into either category – early or on-time 

graduates – and those unmeasured factors may have additional significant impact on 

postsecondary outcomes. It might very well be those unmeasured characteristics that 

guide students in their decision-making processes post-high school. Additionally, this 

study is limited by the short span of the current ELS:2002 survey. These respondents 

have only been surveyed three times over four years, the most recent of which was six 

years ago. The study presented here is thus not able to adequately examine outcomes for 

these individuals, nor predict long-term behavior patterns or indicators among the wider 

population. In order to paint a fuller and more substantial picture of the impacts of early 

graduation, one would need information on the following: whether respondents chose to 

enter postsecondary education at some future point not yet captured; how well the 

respondents performed in their chosen course of postsecondary education, or even if the 

ones who did enroll completed their courses and earned a certificate;  and whether these 

choices (leaving high school early or postsecondary enrolment) had significant impact 

on their labor market outcomes. 
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