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Previous research (Smith, 1993; Smith, 1995%5) documents the
well-known trend that educational attainment has increased across
generations during the 20th century. As Table 1 shows, both mean
years of schooling and the percent obtaining a college degree rose
rapidly across cohorts up to those born in the 1940s and then have
essentially levelled-off. The increase in educational attainment
across cohorts means that in any recent cross-sectional survey age
and educational attainment are negatively related. Analysis of the
General Social Surveys (GSSs) and American National Election
Studies from 1984 to 1991 show Pearson’s correlations of -.250 to -
.295 (Smith, 1993).

However, the general historical trend and the overall
substantial negative relationship between age and educational
attainment masks certain important variations in the relationship
between educational attainment and age. As Table 2 indicates, mean
age generally falls as highest degree obtained rises, but there 1s
a curvilinear relationship with age falling from those without «
degree to those with an associate degree and then rising to those
with a graduate degree. This curvilinearity results from two
distinct circumstances. First, those with associate degrees are the
youngest group because of a cohort effect. Associate degrees were
rare before the 1960s when community colleges and two-year programs
within universities were greatly expanded to accommodate the baby
boomers.' Thus, holders of associate degrees are overwhelmingly
middle-aged or younger. Second, graduate degree holders are older
than those with lower degrees. In part this is because it takes
more years to earn a graduate degree. Even restricting the
comparisons to those 25+ does not fully compensate for this fact.’
It is also likely that a significant share of graduate degree
holders returned to school to pick up a master’s degree after some
years in the work force.’ These factors mitigate against the
negative association between age and educational attainment
generated by the general historical trend that 1increased
educational attainment across cohorts.

Both the general association between age and education and the
extra complexities connected with associate and graduate leve!
degrees obscure the relation of educational attainment to various

'The National Center for Educational Statistics historical
series on degrees earned does not tabulate associate degrees before
1969-1970.

‘However, raising the bar to 30+ does reduce the age edge that
graduate degree holders have over those with bachelor’s degrees.
The 3.8 year increase (47.1 - 43.3) is more than halved among those
30+ (48.1 - 46.6 = 1.5).

‘A survey of master’s degree students in 1989-90 indicated that
more than half were 30+ and two-thirds were part-time students.
Thus, most had probably returned to graduate school after some
period out of school (O’Brien, 1992).
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dependent variables. First, age can create the appearance ot
curvilinear relationships with education. As Table 3A shows, being
retired has a curvilinear relationship with educational attainment
in the raw data. But when controlled for cohort, a simple monotonic
relationship emerges.! Similarly, Table 3B indicates that the
apparent curvilinear association between educational attainment and
having children less than six years old in the household 1is
transformed into a much more linear association when cohort is
adjusted for.

Second, cohort standardization can eliminate irregularities in
relationships with education. As Table 3C shows, dissatisfaction
with one’s financial situation generally falls as educational
attainment rises, except for the relatively high dissatisfaction of
those with associate degrees. Controlling for cohort reveals a
nearly linear association. Likewise, Table 3D indicates that
support for the traditional position that women should be helpmates
monotonically declines with education once cohort is controlled
for.

In these examples, the relationships in general and the
deviant position of those with associate degrees 1in particular
result from how age/cohort is related to the educational categories
(e.g. the relative lack of older respondents among those with
associate degrees) and simpler, more linear associations emerge
when cohort is taken into consideration. Of course, as Table 4
shows, cohort standardization does not explain or clarify all non-
linear associations with education. Table 4A shows a strong
curvilinear relationship between liking oldies rock and education.
Controlling for cohort questions whether there 1is really a
curvilinear association, but certainly does not reveal a simple
underlying relationship.’ Table 4B indicates that the lower than
expected happiness of those with associate degrees is not explained
by cohort, but actually somewhat magnified. In this case, the
somewhat marginal nature of some associate degrees and the
likelihood that for some an associate degree represents more a
failure to obtain a 4-year degree than an educational achievement
rather than age/cohort differences probably cause the irregularity
(Smith, 1982; Smith, 1995).

In brief, the confounding and complex relationship between
education, age/cohort, and other variables is a prime example of
the need for introducing control variables in analysis. Age/cohort
frequently obscures the association between education and other

variables and controlling for age/cohort can clarify many
relationships.

*Cohort is controlled for by weighting the data to give all
categories of education the same cohort distribution as the sample
as a whole.

‘0n the association of musical tastes to cohorts see Smith,
1995.



Table 1
Educational Attainment by Cohort

(25 years old +)

Born Mean Years % with Col-

of School lege Degree
Pre-1910 10.8 13.7
1910-1919 11.3 14.1
1920-1929 11.9 18.4
1930-1939 12.6 25.0
1940-1949 13.7 35.9
1950-1959 13.7 35.9
1960-1969 13.6 32.9
1970+ 13.9 38.5
(9161) (9158)

Source: 1990-1996 General Social Surveys (GSSs)*®

* The GSSs are full-probability, in-person interviews of adults
living in households in the United States. For full details see
Davis and Smith, 1996.



Table 2
Mean Age by Educational Degree

(25 years old +)

No degree 56.0
High School 46 .2
Junior College/Associate 41.2
Bachleor’'s 43.3
Graduate Degree 47.1

(9158)
Linearity .000
Deviation from Linearity .000
r -.172

Source: 1990-1996 GSSs



0°'¢T £ el
6°GT £ a1
L 8T 9°'¢l
T°¢Z £ Cc
0 tt £ TV
pazIpIiepuris 3I0UOoD mey

I931®) S,puedgsny butdisH S3ITM 104

ZT0° 000"
000~ 000"
cL T €L T
08" 1 £E8° T
00°¢ S0°¢
10°¢ 20" ¢
ST ¢ S0°¢
pSazIpaepuris 21I0YOD mey
UOT30BISTIRSSTIJ URSW D
86T" 6T0°
£00° £ETO "
G220 ¥Z°0
T2°0 9C°0
vZ2°0 0e-"0
¥Z°0 SZ°0
62°0 TZ°0
pazIpaepuris 21I0YOD mey
9 17 USIPTIUD JO ISQUINN UBSR i
£ b S°6
0°8 T L
9°0T1 €S
0°¢T v°0T1T
L ec 2 tc
p2ZIpIepuris 3I0YOo)D mey
pPaaTiIay 3 ‘¥

I3aae) s,puedgsnyg butdisH pue
‘9 Ispun ULAPTITIYD

€ o1qelL

o
o

‘a

S5O0 9661-0661 :30anN0§

23enpeis

s ,I0T9yodeqg
23eIDOSSY/abaT10D xotunp
TooUds UbtH

39a1bsp oN

A3TI1€8UTT WOIJ UOTIRTAS(Q
A3itaesuln

93enpeis
S ,x0T13yoeqg
93eT00SSY/9ba110D IoTUND
TooUyos ybTH

oaabsp ON

A3TIeSUT] WOIJ UOT3IeTIASQ
A3Taesutn

a3enpeis
s ,I0T3yoed
231eTIDOSSY/9ba1T10D Iotunp
Tooyds ybTH

291bap ON

ojenpeisn

S ,x0T1ayded
S3eTDO0SSY/9baTT0D IO0oTUND
Tooyds ybTtH

99abap ON

aaabag

‘UOTIDBISTIRSSTJ [BIDURUTYH
‘sSniels 80104 JIoge] AQ JusWUTIRIIY TRUOTIEONPH



Table 4

Educational Attainment by Musical Tastes and Happiness

Degree A. % Liking Oldies Rock

Raw Cohort Standardized
No degree 16.7 19.7
High School 28.5 28.5
Junior College/Associate 32.8 29.1
Bachelor’s 26.5 21.8
Graduate 23.9 26.1

B. % Very Happy

Raw Cohort Standardized
No degree 28.6 28.4
High School 30.7 31.0
Junior College/Associate 30.0 29.6
Bachelor’s 39.3 41.0
Graduate 41.3 40.2

Source: 1990-96 GSS
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