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Abstract

This study evaluated the association between 
adolescent pregnancy and the completion of 
basic education, mediated by macrosocial indi-
cators. A cross-sectional household survey was 
conducted with individuals between the ages of 
18 and 24 in three Brazilian cities. For the pur-
poses of this study, individuals between the ages 
of 20 and 24 were selected from this sample sur-
vey that included 4,634 people. A total of 29.6% 
of the girls declared that they had become preg-
nant prior to reaching the age of 20, while 21.4% 
of the boys stated that they had made a girl preg-
nant in adolescence. Girls from households with 
a per capita family income of US$70 or less and 
who became pregnant at least once during ado-
lescence were more likely to have not completed 
basic education; whereas from households with 
a per capita family income of US$70 or less, with 
parents who separated before the adolescent 
reached the age of 20 and that had made a part-
ner pregnant prior reaching the age of 20 were 
more likely to have not completed basic educa-
tion. It is vital that the school system provides 
girls and boys with guidance on sexuality and 
contraception and encourages them to remain 
in education.

Adolescent Pregnancy; Gender Identity; Educa-
tion

Introduction

The past few decades have seen changes in the 
transition from childhood to adulthood, with a 
prolonged youth phase, postponed parenthood 
and young people tending to remain in educa-
tion for longer periods of time. Nevertheless, ad-
olescent pregnancy remains a possibility in the 
trajectory of young people 1 and has been associ-
ated with poor academic performance and high-
er rates of school dropout. Adolescent pregnancy 
is also attributable to low social economic status, 
which may be aggravated when the pregnancy 
occurs in the absence of a formal union 2.

Many studies of the relationship between 
adolescent pregnancy and education levels have 
been published 2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10. In Brazil, stud-
ies have shown that girl’s education level is the 
strongest influencing factor and consistently 
associated with adolescent pregnancy 9. In ad-
dition, most pregnant teenagers from the less 
privileged classes of society and poorer regions of 
the country drop out of school before completing 
their basic education 4. The term basic education 
here refers to elementary and high school. These 
studies have also shown higher rates of illiteracy 
among 17 to 19 year old adolescent mothers and 
indicate that adolescent pregnancy is more likely 
among girls with lower levels of education 10.

The economic and social consequences of 
becoming pregnant before reaching the age of 
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20 vary according to culture and family structure 
2,11. Middle and upper class teenagers generally 
receive financial and material support, thereby 
reducing the impact of teenage parenthood 12 on 
the educational and professional future of the 
individual. Furthermore, while abortion is more 
common among middle and upper class teen-
agers, less privileged teenagers generally carry 
the pregnancy to term, often negatively affecting 
their education 13.

Education in Brazil is marked by student age/
grade gaps; i.e., in many cases older children are 
mixed with younger children in the same class, 
especially in the lower grades. This is due to a 
number of factors such as school drop out, grade 
repetition, and children starting to attend school 
after the required age, which invariably result in 
further school dropouts. In addition to macroso-
cial determinants, studies indicate a relationship 
between family context and academic perfor-
mance  14,15,16,17,18.

Despite the fact that access to education and 
the opportunity to remain in school are initially 
similar for both sexes, girls remain in education 
for longer than boys 19,20. Gender inequalities be-
come evident when factors such as the number 
of young girls who interrupt their education, re-
peat grades and fail to complete basic education, 
principally when a reproductive event occurs, are 
taken into consideration 8.

In measuring the relationship between school 
dropout rates and pregnancy before reaching the 
age of 20, Almeida et al. 8 reported that 36.4% of 
girls and 40.4% of boys abandoned their studies 
either during or following a pregnancy. Among 
adolescents from households with a per capita 
family income of one minimum salary or less, 
around 20% of girls and boys had already dropped 
out of school before the pregnancy occurred. In 
the case of the boys, the principal reason given 
for having left school was work-related, while the 
girls mentioned that the main motive was preg-
nancy and having to take care of the child.

Given the complexity of this phenomenon, 
investigating the effect of adolescent pregnancy 
on the completion of basic education is not an 
easy task; however, it is an important one.

This paper uses data obtained by the 
GRAVAD study – a multicenter study of young 
people, sexuality and reproduction in Brazil 21. 
The objective of this paper is to report findings 
on the association between adolescent pregnan-
cy and completion of basic education among the 
individuals interviewed, mediated by macro-so-
cial indicators.

Methodology

This cross-sectional study was performed in 
2001 with young people from Porto Alegre (capi-
tal of the Rio Grande do Sul State), Rio de Janeiro 
(capital of the Rio de Janeiro State) and Salva-
dor (capital of the Bahia State). The participants 
were between 18 and 24 years of age at the time 
of the study. It was decided to use a probabi-
listic sample stratified in three stages in order 
to guarantee representativeness of the general 
population in the targeted age-group. Calcula-
tions indicated a required sample size of 1,500 
individuals for each city, based on estimated 
pregnancy rates among 18 and 19 year-old girls 
of 25.3% and 34.8% respectively, based on statis-
tics from 1996 22.

Geographical dispersion was guaranteed 
by the sampling design. The first step involved 
a randomized sample stratified by census area 
and grouped into five strata based on the mean 
income and education level of the head of the 
family. In the second step, 33 of the households 
in each census sector, previously identified as be-
ing eligible because they contained an individual 
aged between 18 and 24 years of age, were inde-
pendently randomized, allowing for a possible 
loss rate of around 20%. In the third step, the per-
son whose birthday occurred earliest in the cal-
endar year was chosen from the eligible individu-
als in each selected household to participate in 
the study. In the case of identical birthdates, the 
individual whose name came first in the alphabet 
was selected for inclusion in the study.

Data was collected through face-to-face in-
terviews using a previously tested questionnaire 
to obtain information on academic trajectories, 
employment and affective and sexual relation-
ships. Young people studying or working in areas 
related to human sciences, who were approxi-
mately the same age as the participants in the 
study, were trained to conduct the interviews.

To guarantee the quality of the data collected, 
the questionnaires were reviewed by a team of su-
pervisors. In addition, 20% of the questionnaires 
were randomly selected and tested by reasking 
specific questions using a telephone interview or 
by returning to the individual’s home.

The database was constructed using the Epi 
Info software package, version 6.04b (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, Atlanta, USA), 
using double data entry procedures. In view of 
the complexity of the sample design, the data was 
analyzed using the Stata software program, ver-
sion 8 (Stata Corp., College Station, USA), which 
permitted the incorporation of sample design ef-
fects and the relative weight of each unit, thus 
obtaining reliable parameter estimates. Weight 
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was calculated based on the probability of the 
selection of the units in each step.

In constituting the study population, it was 
decided to redefine the age-group usually defined 
as adolescent 23,24 so as to permit the inclusion of 
any pregnancy that had occurred previously but 
that was sufficiently recent for the individual to 
remember the details relevant to the study. This 
study analyzed data from individuals between 
20 and 24 years of age who were interviewed, ir-
respective of whether they had been pregnant 
or not. The fact that all these individuals had 
already passed from adolescence to adulthood 
and therefore were not able to experience any 
further reproductive episodes in adolescence, to-
gether with the fact that the participants should 
technically have already completed their basic 
education, were factors that were taken into ac-
count when defining the study population. An 
individual was considered to be outside the ap-
propriate age-group for a particular school grade 
(age-grade gap) if he/she was over seven years of 
age when he/she started to attend elementary 
school.

The principal variables selected for the study 
were those relating to schooling: late starting 
age in attending elementary education (yes/
no); completed basic education (yes/no); and 
at least one reported pregnancy in adolescence 
(defined as having occurred before reaching the 
age of 20).

The covariables of interest were related to 
macrosocial and family characteristics: city of 
residence, per capita monthly family income, 
skin color/ethnic group (self-reported), mother’s 
education level, number of siblings, whether the 
individual’s parents were separated, participation 
in domestic chores in adolescence, and whether 
the individual worked in paid employment for 
more than three months prior to turning 20. All 
the covariables were dichotomized to perform 
multivariate analysis with the exception of city 
of residence.

The first step of the analysis procedures con-
sisted of describing the selected variables us-
ing the distribution of simple frequencies and 
cross-analysis in order to characterize the study 
population. The differences in proportions were 
tested for statistical significance using Pearson’s 
chi-square test with Rao and Scott’s second order 
correction at the 5% significance level. However, 
it was decided to present the 95% confidence in-
tervals (95%CI).

Non-conditional logistic regression models 
were constructed separately for boys and girls for 
the variable completed basic education (yes/no) 
which, as mentioned above, included all levels of 
education except university.

For the purpose of this analysis, non-com-
pletion of basic education was defined as a de-
pendent variable. The covariables shown by the 
bivariate analysis as having an association with 
the completion of basic education (with p-values 
≤ 0.20) were selected for inclusion in the regres-
sion models.

The strategy used for including the variables 
in the models was hierarchical and considered 
four blocks of covariables: in the first hierarchi-
cal level, the covariables representing the mac-
rosocial factors were introduced; in the follow-
ing step, the remaining variables associated with 
failure to complete basic education, after simul-
taneous adjustment (with p-levels < 0.05), were 
maintained; the same procedure was applied 
to the microsocial variables relating to family 
context, paid employment and finally the occur-
rence of pregnancy before reaching the age of 20. 
These variables were selected because they were 
considered most relevant by the young people 
themselves.

The study was conducted in compliance with 
all applicable ethical procedures and the protocol 
was approved by the Internal Review Boards of 
the respective universities involved in this work 
[the Federal University of Bahia (Universidade 
Federal da Bahia – UFBA), the State University 
of Rio de Janeiro (Universidade do Estado do Rio 
de Janeiro – UERJ), and the Federal University of 
Rio Grande do Sul (Universidade Federal do Rio 
Grande do Sul – UFRGS)]. An informed consent 
form was read by each participant prior to the 
questionnaire and signed following its comple-
tion. In addition, the privacy of the individual 
was guaranteed by ensuring that the interview 
took place without the presence of any third par-
ties over four years of age. Furthermore, the indi-
vidual participated in the process on a voluntary 
basis and the participant’s right to refuse to an-
swer any question or to stop the interview at any 
stage was respected.

Results

Of 4,634 individuals interviewed under the 
GRAVAD study, 3,042 (65.6%) young people who 
were between the ages of 20 and 24 at the time of 
the interview were included in the present study. 
Of this total, 53.2% were male and 46.8% female. 
Overall, 29.6% of the girls reported that they had 
been pregnant and 21.4% of the boys mentioned 
that they had made a girl pregnant before reach-
ing the age of 20. A total of 8.8% of the girls and 
15.4% of the boys reported that they were over 
seven years of age when they began to attend 
school (i.e., there was already an age/grade gap 
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when they started school). Approximately 81% of 
the girls and 75% of the boys completed elemen-
tary school. In contrast, only 61.2% of the girls 
and 50.6% of the boys reported having completed 
high school (data not shown).

A total of 14.3% of the girls who became preg-
nant during adolescence were over seven years 
of age when they started school. This percentage 
was almost twice that found in the girls who had 

not become pregnant (Table 1). With respect to 
the girls who had not become pregnant during 
adolescence, different results were found by city. 
The age/grade gap for girls was found to be great-
est in Salvador and in this city the percentage of 
girls with an age/grade gap was twice as high in 
girls who had become pregnant in adolescence 
(Table 1). This age/grade gap was more common 
in girls from households with lower per capita 

Table 1

Distribution of girls between the ages of 20 and 24 that reported at least one pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20, educational indicators and selected 

social and family variables.

Covariables Pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20 No pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20

Began elementary school late

n % 95%CI p-value n % 95%CI p-value

Overall proportion 439 14.3 10.4-19.5 1,038 6.7 4.9-9.1 *

City 0.0000 0.0001

Porto Alegre 137 4.0 1.7-9.2 324 1.4 0.5-3.7

Rio de Janeiro 125 6.1 2.8-12.6 324 4.8 2.8-7.8

Salvador 177 29.3 22.6-37.0 390 12.5 8.4-18.1

Per capita monthly family income ** 0.0004 0.0005

≤ US$70.00 267 19.7 14.2-26.7 242 12.6 8.2-19.0

> US$70.00 172 6.2 3.1-12.0 796 4.3 2.7-6.7

Level of mother’s education 0.0136 0.0049

Did not complete Elementary School 260 17.4 12.0-24.6 323 11.7 7.9-17.1

Completed Elementary School 75 5.5 1.9-14.6 168 6.8 2.7-16.2

Completed High School/University 77 7.0 2.9-6.1 527 2.8 1.3-6.1

Race/Ethnicity 0.3167 0.0327

White 173 12.0 6.5-21.2 559 4.4 2.6-7.3

Mixed race 101 11.0 5.4-21.1 208 11.3 6.1-19.9

Black 128 17.4 11.2-25.9 193 9.0 5.4-14.7

Brazilian Indian 29 24.6 10.4-47.9 51 2.8 0.6-11.2

Number of siblings 0.0669 0.1328

None or 1 71 4.6 1.0-18.0 338 3.6 1.4-9.2

2 or more 367 15.9 11.4-21.7 700 7.9 5.6-11.0

Parents separated 0.8459 0.7596

Still together or separated after child 

reached the age of 20

245 13.9 9.2-20.6 747 6.5 4.7-9.0

Separated prior to child reaching the age 

of 20

190 14.7 9.5-22.1 288 7.2 4.0-12.7

Involvement in domestic chores when aged 

15-18

0.1079 0.5618

Helped or had no obligation at all 198 11.4 7.1-17.9 731 6.3 4.3-9.2

Was responsible for the household chores 

or divided responsibility equally

235 17.1 11.9-23.9 304 7.4 4.7-11.6

Paid employment for more than 3 months 

prior to reaching the age of 20 

0.9658 0.2938

Yes 293 14.2 9.3-21.1 584 5.8 3.7-8.9

No 144 14.1 8.8-21.6 451 8.0 5.2-12.0

(continues)
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Covariables Pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20 No pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20

Failed to complete basic education

n % 95%CI p-value n % 95%CI p-value

Overall proportion 491 70.5 64.4-76.0 1,114 25.6 21.6-30.0 *

City 0.3881 0.0715

Porto Alegre 142 75.7 66.5-83.1 329 18.0 12.3-25.6

Rio de Janeiro 152 67.4 56.8-76.5 361 23.9 17.8-31.2

Salvador 197 73.2 64.9-80.1 424 31.8 24.9-39.6

Per capita monthly family income ** 0.0000 0.0000

≤ US$70.00 305 86.1 80.4-90.2 269 48.1 39.8-56.4

> US$70.00 186 46.8 37.0-56.7 845 16.0 12.5-20.3

Level of mother’s education 0.0000 0.0000

Did not complete Elementary School 290 81.4 73.9-87.1 358 41.6 34.2-49.5

Completed Elementary School 80 59.6 46.0-71.8 181 22.8 15.5-32.2

Completed High School/University 82 33.4 21.9-47.3 547 7.3 4.8-11.0

Race/Ethnicity 0.0031 0.0000

White 188 62.1 50.9-72.1 583 15.0 10.9-20.3

Mixed race 117 61.3 48.7-72.6 233 32.0 24.1-41.1

Black 147 85.1 75.0-91.5 214 39.9 30.5-50.2

Brazilian Indian 31 81.1 60.5-92.3 52 23.8 11.6-42.5

Number of siblings 0.0009 0.0000

None or 1 78 49.6 36.2-63.1 356 12.3 7.8-18.9

2 or more 411 73.9 67.5-79.5 758 30.5 25.7-35.7

Parents separated 0.1977 0.5502

Still together or separated after child 

reached the age of 20

272 66.8 58.1-74.5 789 24.8 20.5-29.5

Separated prior to child reaching the age 

of 20

215 75.1 65.5-82.8 322 27.0 20.6-34.4

Involvement in domestic chores when aged 

15-18

0.0030 0.0098

Helped or had no obligation at all 218 61.0 52.6-68.9 777 21.2 16.9-26.2

Was responsible for the household chores 

or divided responsibility equally

267 78.0 69.5-84.7 334 34.3 26.1-43.6

Paid employment for more than 3 months 

prior to reaching the age of 20 

0.4916 0.8677

Yes 352 68.9 60.5-76.2 628 25.9 21.1-31.3

No 164 73.2 63.3-81.2 483 25.2 19.5-32.0

* p < 0.05;

** Categories defi ned based on the prevailing nationwide minimum wage (US$70.00).

Source: GRAVAD study, 2002. Population: young people between the ages of 20 and 24 in Porto Alegre (Rio Grande do Sul State), Rio de Janeiro (Rio de 

Janeiro State), Salvador (Bahia State).

Table 1 (continued)

family income, irrespective of whether the girl 
had become pregnant in adolescence or not. Like-
wise, girls whose mothers had failed to complete 
elementary school were more likely to be outside 
the age-group for their school grade; However, in 
the group of girls who had become pregnant in 
adolescence, the likelihood of their mothers hav-
ing failed to comlete elementary school was even 
greater (Table 1). Among the group of girls with 

an age/grade gap, no statistically significant dif-
ferences in color/ethnicity were found between 
girls who had become pregnant in adolescence 
and girls that had not become pregnant. Howev-
er, the proportion of an age/grade gap was greater 
among girls who had reported at least one preg-
nancy in adolescence, particularly in black girls. 
The same relationship was found with respect 
to the covariables whether their parents were 
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separated, participation in household chores in 
adolescence and whether they worked in paid 
employment for more than three months prior to 
reaching the age of 20. However, the proportion 
of an age/grade gap in girls with two or more sib-
lings was approximately three times greater than 
in girls with only one sibling and twice as great 
compared to girls who did not become pregnant 
in adolescence (Table 1).

A total of 70.5% of the girls who reported 
at least one pregnancy in adolescence failed to 
complete basic education compared to 25.6% of 
the girls who had not become pregnant (Table 
1). The proportion of girls that did not become 
pregnant in adolescence who failed to complete 
basic education was highest in Salvador; how-
ever, these differences between cities were can-
celled out by the results related to the occurrence 
of pregnancy. 

The effect of family income and mother’s 
education level on completion of basic educa-
tion was aggravated by pregnancy in adoles-
cence (Table 1). The percentage of girls that did 
not complete basic education was higher among 
girls with two or more siblings and this disad-
vantage increased when the pregnancy occurred 
before the girl reached the age of 20. The fact that 
the adolescent’s parents separated before the 
girl reached the age of 20 and the fact of having 
worked during adolescence did not affect school 
dropout rates within the groups. However, the 
proportion of non-completion of school in girls 
who became pregnant and whose parents were 
separated was greater than in girls who had not 
become pregnant in adolescence. 

With respect to participation in household 
chores, in both groups (girls who became preg-
nant during adolescence and girls that did not), 
no significant differences in non-completion of 
school rates were found between the girls who 
only helped out around the house or had no ob-
ligations at all and those who were completely 
responsible for household chores (Table 1).

A total of 25.9% of the boys who made a girl 
pregnant during adolescence were over seven 
years of age when they began school, compared 
to 12.5% of boys who had no involvement in 
pregnancy during adolescence (Table 2). In the 
group of boys who had no involvement in preg-
nancy during adolescence, the proportion of an 
age-grade gap was highest in Salvador. However, 
in the group of boys involved in pregnancy, the 
proportion of an age-grade gap in boys in Salva-
dor was similar to that found among boys in Rio 
de Janeiro. It should also be noted that the pro-
portion of an age-grade gap is 20 times greater in 
boys from households with lower per capita fam-
ily income compared to boys from households 

with with a higher per capita family income. This 
difference was considerably attenuated in the 
group of boys involved in pregnancy in adoles-
cence. The mother’s education level does not ap-
pear to have any effect on age-grade gap in boys; 
however, the proportion of an age-grade gap in-
creases in boys involved in pregnancy in adoles-
cence (Table 2). Having more siblings was found 
to be a disadvantage for boys with an age-grade 
gap irrespective of whether they made a girl preg-
nant in adolescence or not (Table 2).

With respect to the non-completion of basic 
education, the boys repeated the same pattern 
as the girls (Table 2); however, among the boys 
not involved in pregnancy, non-completion rates 
are generally twice those found among the girls 
across all levels of the analysis.

In girls, a strong crude association was found 
between non-completion of basic education 
and the mother having a low education level 
(OR = 8.30; 95%CI: 5.41-12.74), coming from a 
household with lower per capita family income 
(OR = 6.59; 95%CI: 4.60-9.45) and pregnancy 
in adolescence (OR = 7.16; 95%CI: 5.07-10.12). 
A weaker association was also found between 
non-completion of basic education and the 
following factors: self-reported skin color/eth-
nicity, number of siblings, the fact that parents 
had separated and participation in household 
chores (Table 3).

At the first level, coming from a household 
with low per capita family income and the girl’s 
mother having a low level of education, were 
factors associated with non-completion of high 
school. At the second level, the covariables re-
lated to the family context – number of siblings, 
separated parents and participation in household 
chores – were found to have a statistically signifi-
cant association and were therefore maintained 
in the model. No significant association was 
found between the covariable paid employment 
and non-completion of high school. At the fourth 
level, after adjusting the final model by including 
adolescent pregnancy, the covariables separated 
parents and participation in household chores 
were found to lose statistical significance. Once 
again, even after adjustment for the other vari-
ables, a strong association was found between 
adolescent pregnancy and the girl’s mother hav-
ing a low level of education and non-completion 
of basic education (Table 3).

A strong association was found between the 
failure of boys to complete basic education with 
the fact that boys came from a household with 
lower per capita family income (OR = 9.18; 95%CI: 
5.98-14.12) and with the boy’s mother having a 
low level of education (OR = 6.93; 95%CI: 5.00-
9.63). Associations of lesser magnitude were also 
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Table 2

Distribution of boys between the ages of 20 and 24 that reported at least one pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20, educational indicators and selected 

social and family variables.

Covariables Pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20 No pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20

Began elementary school late

n % 95%CI p-value n % 95%CI p-value

Overall proportion 247 25.9 17.6-36.4 1,029 12.5 9.4-16.5 *

City 0.1490 0.0000

Porto Alegre 81 7.8 2.7-20.3 385 2.7 1.4-5.4

Rio de Janeiro 78 27.5 15.2-44.6 316 9.6 6.4-14.1

Salvador 88 30.3 19.7-43.5 328 24.1 16.9-33.1

Per capita monthly family income ** 0.0074 0.0002

≤ US$70.00 115 38.3 23.3-56.0 230 22.4 15.0-32.3

> US$70.00 132 12.4 6.2-23.1 799 0.9 6.4-12.5

Level of mother’s education 0.5569 0.0000

Did not complete Elementary School 116 32.6 18.6-50.5 326 19.3 13.7-26.4

Completed Elementary School 41 23.9 7.1-56.2 171 10.4 5.9-17.6

Attended High School/University 73 18.4 6.3-43.0 487 4.5 2.6-7.7

Race/Ethnicity 0.1579 0.0400

White 98 20.4 9.3-39.1 573 8.4 5.5-12.8

Mixed Race 44 14.3 6.5-28.7 201 12.5 6.9-21.5

Black 80 36.2 22.0-53.2 188 17.8 11.0-27.5

Brazilian Indian 22 23.2 9.0-48.0 55 25.3 11.8-46.3

Number of siblings 0.0732 0.0007

None or 1 59 11.9 4.1-30.0 337 5.3 2.9-9.5

2 or more 188 29.1 19.6-40.8 692 15.7 11.7-20.8

Parents separated 0.4860 0.3228

Still together or separated after child 

reached the age of 20

145 23.1 12.8-38.1 696 11.4 7.8-16.5

Separated prior to child reaching the age 

of 20

100 29.7 17.8-45.2 327 15.1 10.0-22.0

Involvement in domestic chores when aged 

15-18

0.9525 0.3873

Helped or had no obligation at all 176 25.9 15.9-39.3 822 11.7 8.4-16.3

Was responsible for household chores or 

divided responsibility equally

67 26.4 14.8-42.6 206 15.8 8.9-26.5

Paid employment for more than 3 months 

prior to reaching the age of 20 

0.3002 0.1408

Yes 206 27.4 18.2-39.0 705 13.7 10.3-17.9

No 37 16.8 6.3-37.7 318 9.5 5.5-15.9

(continues)
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Covariables Pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20 No pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20

Failed to finish basic education

n % 95%CI p-value n % 95%CI p-value

Overall proportion 271 73.1 64.4-80.4 1,143 43.0 37.7-48.4 *

City 0,4112 0.0338

Porto Alegre 82 71.0 60.2-79.8 391 32.2 24.0-41.7

Rio de Janeiro 89 70.4 54.9-82.3 387 41.4 33.1-50.1

Salvador 100 78.7 69.6-85.6 365 51.9 44.2-59.6

Per capita monthly family income ** 0.0000 0.0000

≤ US$70.00 129 90.1 82.6-95.4 264 76.1 68.2-82.6

> US$70.00 142 53.0 40.7-65.0 879 31.1 25.7-37.1

Level of mother’s education 0.0056 0.0000

Did not complete Elementary School 125 80.0 67.0-88.7 359 65.2 57.6-72.2

Completed Elementary School 45 71.7 52.8-85.1 182 44.1 33.9-54.8

Attended High School/University 79 50.7 35.7-65.6 535 14.1 10.2-19.2

Race/Ethnicity 0.0066 0.0000

White 106 57.2 41.8-71.3 618 28.3 22.1-35.5

Mixed Race 49 75.5 59.1-86.8 228 42.3 34.4-50.6

Black 87 85.7 73.1-92.9 218 64.9 57.8-71.3

Brazilian Indian 26 62.9 36.6-81.4 64 80.2 66.2-89.4

Number of siblings 0.0002 0.0000

None or 1 64 43.8 27.7-61.3 369 24.7 18.9-31.6

2 or more 207 80.1 70.8-87.0 773 50.9 44.9-56.8

Parents separated 0.1597 0.0079

Still together or separated after child 

reached the age of 20

158 68.9 55.8-79.6 762 39.1 33.3-45.3

Separated prior to child reaching the age 

of 20

111 79.7 68.8-87.5 375 51.1 43.1-50.1

Involvement in domestic chores when aged 

15-18

0.1275 0.0098

Helped or had no obligation at all 192 69.7 57.8-79.5 777 21.2 16.9-26.3

Was responsible for household chores or 

divided responsibility equally

75 80.9 70.3-88.4 334 34.3 26.1-43.6

Paid employment for more than 3 months 

prior to reaching the age of 20 

0.3158 0.0001

Yes 227 74.4 64.7-82.1 793 47.1 41.4-52.9

No 40 64.2 43.7-80.6 344 30.8 24.0-38.7

* p < 0.05;

** Categories defi ned based on the prevailing nationwide minimum wage (US$70.00).

Source: GRAVAD study, 2002. Population: young people between the ages of 20 and 24 in Porto Alegre (Rio Grande do Sul State), Rio de Janeiro (Rio de 

Janeiro State), Salvador (Bahia State).

Table 2 (continued)

found with skin color/ethnicity, having more sib-
lings, having separated parents, participation in 
household chores and being in paid employment 
for more than three months prior to reaching the 
age of 20 (Table 4).

With respect to macrosocial factors, at the 
first level the variable city lost statistical signifi-
cance in all categories and for this reason was 
removed from the model. Having two or more 

siblings and the fact that parents had separated 
prior to the individual reaching the age of 20 
were factors associated with non-completion of 
basic education, even following adjustment for 
the other factors. No association was detected 
with being in paid employment for more than 
three months prior to reaching the age of 20. 
However, the non-completion of school rate was 
higher in boys who made a girl pregnant during 
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Table 3

Hierarchical analysis using logistic regression of the factors associated with non-completion of basic education in girls between the ages of 20 and 24.

Factors OR (95%CI)

Crude Adjusted (n = 1,484)

Level I * Level II ** Level III *** Level IV #

Macro-social factors

City

Porto Alegre 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Rio de Janeiro 1.01 (0.57-1.81) 0.92 (0.57-1.48)

Salvador 1.52 (0.87-2.65) 0.76 (0.44-1.32)

Per capita monthly family income ###

≤ US$70.00 6.59 (4.60-9.45) 4.21 (2.97-5.97) 3.52 (2.52-4.92) 3.50 (2.50-4.91) 3.08 (2.13-4.46)

> US$70.00 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Level of mother’s education

Completed or failed to complete Elementary 

School

8.30 (5.41-12.74) 4.86 (3.14-7.51) 5.10 (3.41-7.63) 5.14 (2.45-7.66) 4.44 (2.93-6.72)

Attended High School/University 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Race/Ethnicity

White 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Not white 2.54 (1.81-3.57) 1.37 (0.91-2.07)

Family factors

Number of siblings

None or 1 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

2 or more 3.41 (2.36-4.93) 2.24 (1.61-3.13) 2.23 (1.60-3.11) 2.05 (1.42-2.96)

Separation of parents

Still together/Separated when child was 20 years 

old or more

1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Separated prior to child reaching the age of 20 1.59 (1.16-2.16) 1.74 (1.19-2.55) 1.76 (1.20-2.57) 1.47 (0.96-2.27)

Involvement in domestic chores when aged 15-18

Helped or had no obligation at all 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Was responsible for household chores or divided 

responsibility equally

2.56 (1.83-3.59) 1.57 (1.12-2.21) 1.59 (1.13-2.23) 1.36 (0.92-2.00)

Factors related to employment

Paid employment for more than 3 months prior to 

reaching the age of 20

Yes 1.03 (0.74-1.45) 0.90 (0.63-1.27)

No 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Factors related to pregnancy

Pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20  

Yes 7.16 (5.07-10.12) 4.36 (3.01-6.31)

No 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

OR: odds ratio; 95%CI: 95% confi dence interval.

* Contextual factors;

** Selected variables from level I and factors related to the family;

*** Selected variables from levels I and II and factors related to work;
# Selected variables from levels I, II and III and factors related to pregnancy;
## Reference group;
### Categories defi ned based on the prevailing nationwide minimum wage (US$70.00).

Source: GRAVAD study, 2002. Population: young people between the ages of 20 and 24 in Porto Alegre (Rio Grande do Sul State), Rio de Janeiro (Rio de 

Janeiro State), Salvador (Bahia State).
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Table 4

Hierarchical analysis using logistic regression of the factors associated with non-completion of basic education in boys between the ages of 20 and 24.

Factors OR (95%CI)

Crude Adjusted (n = 1,289)

Level I * Level II ** Level III *** Level IV #

Macro-social factors

City

Porto Alegre 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Rio de Janeiro 1.36 (0.78-2.37) 0.89 (0.58-1.38)

Salvador 2.00 (1.13-3.55) 0.67 (0.39-1.15)

Per capita monthly family income ###

≤ US$70.00 9.18 (5.98-14.12) 6.04 (3.83-9.53) 4.98 (3.21-7.74) 4.99 (3.24-7.69) 4.45 (2.90-6.82)

> US$70.00 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Level of mother’s education

Completed or failed to complete Elementary 

School

6.93 (5.00-9.63) 4.15 (2.96-5.81) 4.22 (2.98-5.97) 4.03 (2.84-5.71) 4.32 (3.08-6.07)

Completed High School/University 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Race/Ethnicity

White 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Not white 3.12 (2.24-4.34) 2.00 (1.30-3.09) 1.68 (1.15-2.45) 1.65 (1.13-2.41) 1.65 (1.12-2.44)

Family factors

Number of siblings

None or 1 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

2 or more 3.79 (2.70-5.30) 2.16 (1.53-3.03) 2.16 (1.53-3.05) 2.11 (1.48-3.01)

Separation of parents

Still together/Separated when child was 20 years 

old or more

1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Separated prior to child reaching the age of 20 1.72 (1.23-2.42) 1.85 (1.19-2.87) 1.85 (1.20-2.87) 1.84 (1.19-2.86)

Involvement in domestic chores when aged 15-18

Helped or had no obligation at all 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Was responsible for household chores or divided 

responsibility equally

2.02 (1.38-2.96) 1.69 (1.07-2.68) 1.67 (1.04-2.68) 1.65 (1.00-2.71)

Factors related to employment

Paid employment for more than 3 months prior to 

reaching the age of 20

Yes 2.10 (1.49-2.96) 1.43 (0.90-2.29)

No 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

Factors related to pregnancy

Pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20

Yes 3.44 (2.19-5.39) 2.33 (1.33-4.09)

No 1.00 ## 1.00 ##

OR: odds ratio; 95%CI: 95% confi dence interval.

* Contextual factors;

** Selected variables from level I and factors related to the family;

*** Selected variables from levels I and II and factors related to work;
# Selected variables from levels I, II and III and factors related to pregnancy;
## Reference group;
### Categories defi ned based on the prevailing nationwide minimum wage (US$70.00).

Source: GRAVAD study, 2002. Population: young people between the ages of 20 and 24 in Porto Alegre (Rio Grande do Sul State), Rio de Janeiro (Rio de 

Janeiro State), Salvador (Bahia State).
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adolescence compared to boys with no involve-
ment in pregnancy, even in the adjusted model.

The majority of the girls in elementary or high 
school who became pregnant during adolescence 
carried their first pregnancy to term. The per-
centage of girls that carried their first pregnancy 
to term was higher (81.9%) in the case of girls that 
did not complete elementary school than in the 
case of girls who completed elementary school; 
however, the statistical significance of this dif-
ference was borderline. Reports of abortion were 
around four times higher in the girls who grad-
uated from high school compared to girls that 
failed to complete high school and this difference 
was statistically significant (Figure 1).

Boys in elementary school and high school 
who had made a girl pregnant in adolescence re-
ported higher rates of abortion; however, there 
were no statistically significant differences be-

tween this pregnancy outcome and completion 
of high school. Abortion was reported twice as 
often as births (57.4% and 25% respectively) by 
boys who completed high school; however, the 
statistical significance of this relationship was 
borderline (Figure 1).

Discussion

This study was performed using data obtained 
from a population-based survey in three Brazil-
ian cities carried out in a representative sample of 
girls and boys between the ages of 18 and 24 that 
have different social and cultural backgrounds. It 
should be emphasized that the inclusion of boys 
in this study provided an insight into adolescent 
paternity and the relationship between this phe-
nomenon and educational achievement.

Figure 1

Outcome of the fi rst pregnancy prior to reaching the age of 20 according to whether the young person fi nished school; mean percentages completing High 

School according to gender in young people between the ages of 20 and 24.

Source: GRAVAD study, 2002. 

Note: population – young people of 20-24 years of age in Porto Alegre (Rio Grande do Sul State), Rio de Janeiro (Rio de janeiro State) and Salvador 

(Bahia State).
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Only two-thirds of the girls and half the boys 
interviewed completed basic education. The pro-
portion of individuals who experienced pregnan-
cy in adolescence that failed to complete school 
was very high in girls (70.5%) and boys (73.1%). 
For both boys and girls, coming from a house-
hold with low per capita family income and hav-
ing a mother with a low level of education were 
factors strongly associated with non-completion 
of basic education. Adolescent pregnancy was 
also a factor associated with non-completion of 
school, adding to the preexisting disadvantages 
related to the adolescent’s social and cultural 
background.

Intentional errors may have occurred, par-
ticularly with respect to declared pregnancy and 
abortion with girls underreporting pregnancy for 
example. However, the design of the research in-
strument, which included questions on the in-
dividual’s reproductive life at different moments 
during the interview, should have ensured the 
identification of any inconsistencies.

Biases may have occurred in the information 
given by boys regarding making a girl pregnant. 
However, when questioning the girls who report-
ed having become pregnant on the reaction of 
their partner to the pregnancy, only 2.2% stated 
that they did not tell him about it 25. Although the 
study did not interview the girls and their respec-
tive partners, it is believed that this finding may 
be extrapolated to the boys who participated in 
the study.

The moral censorship of abortion and the 
fact that it is illegal in Brazil may have discour-
aged adolescents, particularly girls, from report-
ing this pregnancy outcome 26. Although boys 
should have less difficulty in reporting abortion, 
as they were not directly involved in the proce-
dure, it is possible that the information they pro-
vided on the girl’s pregnancy is less accurate and 
consistent.

Considering that seven is the official school 
starting age for compulsory education in Bra-
zil, the proportion of individuals who were over 
seven years of age when they began school (8.8% 
of girls and 15.4% of boys) is low in comparison 
to the national average of 18.9% according to the 
2005 School Census on Basic Education 27 of all 
children enrolled in the first grade of elementary 
school in Brazil 28.

It was found that the proportion of an age-
grade gap at the beginning of elementary school 
was greater among the girls and boys who had 
reported pregnancy in adolescence, with the 
highest proportion occurring in the sample from 
Salvador. This finding may be a consequence 
of regional inequalities in education, the econ-
omy and urban development, whereby states 

in the north and northeast of the country have 
the worst education indicators (age-grade gap, 
repetition and dropout rates) 27. The proportion 
of individuals from households with lower per 
capita family income and with mothers with low 
levels of education was also higher in this sample, 
indicating the selectivity of the Brazilian educa-
tion system.

Although the rate of non-completion of 
school was greater among boys and girls who 
had experienced pregnancy in adolescence and 
who had a less favorable family background and 
socioeconomic status, it is important to note that 
a significant proportion of boys and girls with 
the same characteristics but that did not experi-
ence pregnancy also failed to complete their ba-
sic education. It may therefore be assumed that 
those in this situation were already more likely 
not to complete their education and that the oc-
currence of a reproductive event constituted an 
aggravating factor. For less privileged young peo-
ple, pregnancy may represent a change in social 
status, offering better prospects for the immedi-
ate future 5. In addition, where family conflict is 
involved, a partner and motherhood may seem 
like a solution to these problems 11.

Among the boys, a desire for financial inde-
pendence and a tendency to follow an irregular 
path through school can be noted, justified by 
the desire and need to work and loss of interest 
in school 29.

Some studies attribute educational disadvan-
tages to the type of family structure experienced 
by young people 7,15. The proportion of individu-
als whose parents were separated at the time of 
pregnancy in adolescence that failed to com-
plete basic education was greater than that of 
individuals whose parents remained together or 
who only separated after their children had gone 
through adolescence. However, the overlapping 
confidence intervals indicate that there was no 
statistically significant difference. This was con-
firmed in the groups of girls when the association 
between these factors lost statistical significance 
when other variables were introduced into the 
multivariate analysis. 

It should be noted that this study did not eval-
uate the amount of time participants spent with 
each parent, the number of times that parents 
separated and the formation of other relation-
ships by their parents. An analysis of these factors 
may have resulted in different interpretations of 
the findings, as previously described by other 
studies 15,16.

The association with having more siblings 
was maintained at all levels of the model, sug-
gesting that the socioeconomic status of the fam-
ily has a direct effect, since when families with 
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low income have more children it is generally 
necessary to share already insufficient resources 
among the siblings 17,30. It is already known that 
there is no association between the academic 
performance of more privileged adolescents and 
the number of siblings an individual has 30. An 
interesting line of investigation for future studies 
would be to evaluate the association between ad-
olescent’s school performance and their mother’s 
and father’s education levels, since the academic 
success or failure of the child appears to vary as a 
function of the parents’ education levels 31.

Gender inequalities were found to exist in the 
case of the covariable worked in paid employ-
ment for more than three months prior to turn-
ing 20. In the case of girls, work did not appear 
to be associated with failure to complete basic 
education even when pregnancy occurred in 
adolescence, suggesting that other motives led 
non-completion of school in this group. Boys 
who had worked for more than three months in 
adolescence were more likely to report having 
left school prior to completing basic education, 
irrespective of whether they had made a girl preg-
nant or not. However, when the relationship be-
tween work and non-completion of high school 
was evaluated, a crude association was found 
that lost statistical significance when the mac-
rosocial and family variables were incorporated 
into the model.

Boys from different social groups seek work 
for different motives: middle class boys work to 
gain financial independence, whereas those from 
the less privileged social classes also report the 
need to help support the family 29,31. Even when 
pregnancy in adolescence constitutes a pressing 
reason for an adolescent boy to seek work, it does 
not appear to be the principal motivating factor. 
On the other hand, boys from more underprivi-
leged families report experiencing difficulties 
in conciliating work with study, forcing them to 
abandon school 31.

The finding that more of the girls and boys 
who completed basic education reported abor-
tion is in agreement with the hypothesis that 
these individuals prioritize an academic career 
over parenthood. Studies reported in the pub-
lished literature show that young people from 
more privileged backgrounds are subjected to 
greater pressure from their families to complete 
their studies, hence postponing parenthood 
5,13,29. Similarly, young adults at university men-
tion the use of emergency contraception so as 
not to hinder their future 32. It should therefore 
be emphasized that the socioeconomic status of 
the individuals is an important factor to be con-
sidered in interpreting this finding.

The finding that more males reported abor-
tion should be interpreted with caution. Boys 
find it less difficult to mention having terminated 
a pregnancy because girls are usually responsible 
for this act. The association found between preg-
nancy in adolescence and the non-completion 
of school by boys was intriguing as the princi-
pal outcome reported in these cases was abor-
tion. This finding deserves further investigation 
in other studies, specifically from a longitudinal 
perspective that would provide a better under-
standing of the effect of adolescent pregnancy on 
the academic careers of boys.

Finally, the characteristics of the affective, 
sexual and reproductive trajectories experienced 
by boys are different from those experienced by 
girls. In general, boys become sexually active ear-
lier and have more casual or simultaneous rela-
tionships, and thus they are more exposed to the 
risk of an unplanned pregnancy that may end up 
in an abortion 21.

The objective of this study was to evaluate the 
association between macrosocial factors, adoles-
cent pregnancy and the completion of basic edu-
cation. Girls from households with a per capita 
family income of one minimum salary or less, 
whose mother had a low level of education, who 
became pregnant at least once in adolescence 
and who had two or more siblings were more 
likely to have not completed basic education; 
whereas boys from households with a per capita 
family income of US$70.00 or less, whose mother 
had a low level of education, with two or more 
siblings, having parents who separated before 
the adolescent reached 20 years of age and who 
made a girl pregnant prior to turning 20 years of 
age were more likely to have not completed basic 
education.

The results of this study indicate that the so-
cial and cultural differences of boys and girls with 
regard to sexuality and reproduction are a chal-
lenge to be faced by the education system. Sex 
education and the promotion of actions to stim-
ulate students to remain in the education system 
are vital measures that need to be taken. More 
effective educational policies are required in or-
der to reduce the selectivity that exists within the 
education system. In addition, policies should 
be implemented to encourage young people to 
return to school and these should be articulated 
together with policies aimed at improving the 
health of adolescents of both sexes, by providing 
guidance on the choice and use of contraceptive 
methods and how to gain access to them.
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Resumo

Esse estudo avaliou a associação entre a gravidez na 
adolescência e a conclusão da educação básica me-
diada por marcadores macrossociais. Um inquérito do 
tipo corte transversal foi realizado em 2001 com jovens 
de 18 a 24 anos de três capitais brasileiras. Dos 4.634 
jovens entrevistados, selecionou-se aqueles que na épo-
ca da entrevista encontravam-se com 20 a 24 anos. A 
gravidez antes dos 20 anos foi declarada por 29,6% das 
moças, e 21,4% dos rapazes mencionaram ter engra-
vidado uma parceira na adolescência. As jovens com 
renda familiar per capita de até US$70, que engravi-
daram na adolescência ao menos uma vez, referiram 
mais freqüentemente não terem concluído a educação 
básica. Entre os homens, ter renda familiar per capita 
até US$70, ter pais separados antes dos 20 anos e ter 
engravidado uma parceira antes dos 20 anos, impli-
ca a maior chance de não concluir a educação básica. 
Cabe ao sistema escolar orientar os jovens quanto à se-
xualidade e à contracepção, mas também estimular a 
sua permanência na escola.

Gravidez na Adolescência; Identidade de Gênero; Edu-
cação
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