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Why Are the Courses You Take in High School Important for Your
Health at Midlife?
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I N TRO DU CTIO N
Individuals with higher levels of education live longer and report
better health than those with less education. Research suggests
that education improves health and longevity by way of improving
skills such as literacy and problem solving and the sense that
one can control what happens in life. Higher levels of education
also provide access to jobs with higher earnings and fewer
hazards of illness or injury. In addition, more education can lead
to more advantageous social positions that can help people avoid
processed foods, immobility, and an overreliance on medications.

KE Y FIND INGS
Taking advanced courses in
high school appears to improve
health 30 years later (see figure).
Indeed, taking just one advanced
course in high school improves
self-reported health in midlife,
even taking into account skills
developed in high school and
educational and occupational
attainment in early adulthood.

However, even students who have the same level of education
If under-placed students had
may have different experiences in school, including what they
taken at least the highest level of
learn and how they learn it. The courses students take in high
coursework for which they were
school affect whether they will attend and complete college and
prepared, their health in midlife
the jobs they will have in adulthood. In addition, the development
would be better.
of skills in more advanced courses (such calculus, physics, or
advanced foreign language) can enhance people’s capacities to
make choices that lead to better health. For example, people who are more adept in written and verbal
communication and problem solving are better able to understand and use new information about health.
Therefore, the courses students take in high school will likely affect their health as they age.

Using data from the High School and Beyond cohort of high school sophomores, this brief reports on the
relationship between high school course-taking and self-reported health thirty years after high school. High
School and Beyond data set includes interviews from around 15,000 high school sophomores in 1980 and
from several points in the 1980s and 1990s; it also includes high school and postsecondary transcripts. In
2014, when participants were about to turn fifty years old, they were asked to report on their health, which is
a subjective measure of overall wellbeing that captures the presence of mental and physical conditions. The
authors examine how the level of coursework students took in high school shapes their health in midlife.
They also analyze how midlife health would change if all students had taken at least the highest level of
coursework for which they were prepared, based on their skills as measured during their sophomore year of
high school.

P O L I CY IM P LICATI O N S
Educational policies often only refer to preparing students for “college and careers,” but policymakers would do
well to promote high school courses that could improve health well beyond high school. Though the reasons
advanced courses improve health are not certain, improved health is likely connected to pedagogical practices
that empower students to become independent and creative thinkers. While these practices are often reserved
for advanced courses, students could be taught similar strategies across all levels, subjects, and grades,
thereby potentially improving all students’ future health. Therefore, encouraging more access to advanced
coursework in high school, as well as pedagogical strategies that empower independent thinking, could greatly
improve our population’s health.
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People Who Took Advanced Courses in High School
Report Better Health at Midlife
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This figure shows that, even after taking into account background characteristics and baseline skills, people who
took all advanced courses in high school (such as calculus, physics, and advanced foreign language) reported better
health when they were about 50 years old, compared to those who took only low-level classes in high school (such
as general math, general science, and no foreign language).
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