
1128

From the Field to the Classroom:
The Boll Weevil’s Impact

on Education in Rural Georgia
RICHARD B. BAKER

I examine how production of a child labor–intensive crop (cotton) affected schooling 
in the early twentieth-century American South. Because cotton production may 
be endogenous, presence of an agricultural pest (the boll weevil) is employed as 

percent reduction in cotton caused a 2 percent increase in black enrollment rate, 
but had little effect on white enrollment. The shift away from cotton following the 

in enrollment rates between 1914 and 1929.

Asubstantial literature documents the importance of racial differences 
in schooling in accounting for the black-white earnings differen-

tial in the early to mid-twentieth century (see, Smith 1984; Smith and 

the quantity and quality of schooling was lower for blacks than for whites 

-
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various stages of this article’s development. I owe gratitude to three anonymous reviewers 
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neglected the role of cotton, the main product of the region where most 
black children lived.

In the early twentieth-century South, harvesting the cotton crop 

demand. The harvest overlapped with the timing of the traditional school 
year, forcing parents to choose between sending their kids to school or 

likely took into account the availability of their children to help harvest 
the crop, cotton production may be endogenous to the schooling decision. 
Thus, I use the timing of the arrival of the boll weevil, an invasive pest 
that consumes the cotton plant, as an instrumental variable.

Since cotton generated more demand for child labor than did its substi-
tutes, the shift away from cotton production following the arrival of the 
boll weevil provides an exogenous drop in the marginal product of child 
labor in agriculture. Because such a drop in child productivity reduces 
the opportunity cost of schooling, it is predicted to have a positive impact 
on school enrollment and attendance. And, while the shock itself is race 
blind, the schooling response is expected to be stronger for blacks than 
for whites because black children were more likely to be farm laborers 

differential impact on enrollment and attendance by race, then the shift 

substantial gains in educational attainment made by blacks relative to 
whites during the early twentieth century.

excellent records on education and wealth. The boll weevil arrived in 

Georgia was the nation’s second largest cotton producer; its record 1911 
crop topped 2.82 million bales. After the spreading pest drove up produc-
tion costs, farmers switched from cotton to alternatives, including corn, 
sweet potatoes, and peanuts. By 1923, cotton production in Georgia had 

database on education and wealth. Georgia published annual statistics 
on taxable wealth, allowing for control of the potentially confounding 
effects of wealth on educational investments. In addition, underexploited 
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and quality. I have compiled statistics from the reports of the Georgia 

These data let us go beyond the existing historic literature on race and 
education, which largely uses samples of census data supplemented with 

1

increased the enrollment rate of blacks, but had little impact on the 
-

tion in cotton production increased the enrollment rate of blacks by 2 

a 4 percent increase in the black enrollment rate, or a 2.8 percentage point 
increase at the 1914 mean (the year prior to contact with the boll weevil 

enrollment.
This work supports the ideas that (1) child labor has a negative impact 

on educational outcomes, including exam performance (Gunnarsson, 

(2) restrictions on child labor increased educational attainment (Margo 

labor more generally and often focuses on urban employment, I show 
that the seasonal demand for child labor in agriculture can have substan-
tial negative impacts on educational outcomes, particularly for the poor. 

tobacco, are the primary agricultural products in many developing coun-

of the broader impacts of programs that encourage the production of less 
child labor–intensive crops. 

1

they used by adding statistics on number of schools, enrollment by sex, enrollment by grade, total 

and contemporaneously.
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Cotton was King of the Southern Economy

Georgia, like much of the South, was principally an agrarian economy 

animal products) was more than twice the value added by manufacturing. 
The staple of this agrarian economy was cotton, which accounted for 

1913).
The dominance of cotton had important implications for the entire 

household, for cotton, unlike many other crops, did not differentiate 
between the labor of men, women, and children during much of the 
growing season, and particularly during harvest. Since the harvesting 

affair. In fact, small nimble hands and short stature gave children an 
advantage over adults in the tedious task. While not the norm, it was 

-

harvest, cotton generated a high demand for child labor from September to  

percent were employed in farming. Moreover, these youth made up 19.4 

-
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The child labor demands of cotton were greater than alternative crops 
such as corn, peanuts, and sweet potatoes.2 While 98 percent of chil-

doubtful whether any child who is not fairly well-grown should have this 
sort of work to do, since reaching the highest blades necessitates consid-

shift away from cotton production would have reduced the productivity 
of children in agriculture. Such a shift was caused by the arrival of the 
boll weevil.

The Coming of the Boll Weevil

The boll weevil, Anthonomus grandis
America and Mexico.3 It is thought to have crossed from Mexico into 
southern Texas near Brownsville in 1892. It then steadily spread north 

The insect’s spread through the South had a disastrous impact on 

bolls usually yellow and drop from the cotton plant, reducing output. 
While ample anecdotal evidence of the pest’s destruction exists, only 
recently has its impact been examined empirically. Fabian Lange, Alan 

particularly those of the Sea Island variety in southeast Georgia, and 

2

which also have the potential to generate a high demand for child labor (U.S. Bureau of the 

3
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FIGURE 1

Notes: The map displays the year of arrival of the boll weevil for the counties of Georgia. For a 

Source The Boll Weevil Problem, p. 3. Base map provided 
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it reduced yield and necessitated costly pest-control measures.4 The 

to less child labor–intensive alternatives.
The arrival of the boll weevil reduced the South’s reliance on cotton, 

and thus had substantial implications for the entire household due to the 
crop’s unique labor demands. Therefore, the spread of the boll weevil 

which I examine the role the cotton economy played in household labor 
allocation and schooling decisions.

Southern Schooling and Cotton

schooling, school superintendents both reduced the length of the school 
term and altered its timing to accommodate the demand for children to 

-
ties (black and white) were open fewer days per year than elsewhere to 
accommodate seasonal demands for child labor.” 

Given its length, however, the cotton harvest inevitably affected school 
-

intendents attest to the impact of child labor in cotton on schooling. They 
often blamed low enrollment and attendance numbers on large cotton 

was not as good as we would have liked for it to have been, owing to the 

4
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on education.  Attendance was lowest at the start of the school year, 
increased throughout the fall, and plateaued in the winter. This pattern 
holds for all races and sexes, but it is a more prominent feature of atten-
dance for blacks. This is consistent with the hypotheses that the cotton 
harvest depressed school attendance during the fall and had a greater 
negative effect for blacks.

Southern Schooling and Race

United States in the early twentieth century, there remained large racial 
disparities. The South’s segregation policies mandated the creation of 
two separate school systems, which were in practice anything but equal. 
Figure 2 shows the time trend of several measures of school quality in 

for blacks. The disparity is slightly reduced by restricting the denominator 
to include only enrolled children; the racial differential in the number of 

[b]). Additionally, the human capital of black teachers was on average 
lower than that of white teachers. While the percentage of teachers having 
received normal training (instruction in teaching standards at a normal 
school, or teachers college) was increasing for both races, the percentage 
of black teachers receiving normal training consistently lagged behind 
that of whites by an average of 18 percentage points, as displayed in 
panel (c). Moreover, school term length, as panel (d) shows, was consis-
tently shorter for blacks by about a month on average.

The educational attainment of blacks lagged behind that of whites as 

in school attendance culminated in a large gap in educational attainment. 

points, compared to 18 percentage points four decades earlier. Similarly, 

data.
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the gap in educational attainment fell to 1.1 years of schooling for the 

The history of the black-white education gap in Georgia illustrates 
these points. Figure 3(a) presents the years of schooling of whites versus 

-
ment of both races trended upward over the early twentieth century, 
growth was faster for blacks than whites. Figure 3(b), which shows white 
minus black years of schooling by birth cohort, gives a better sense of 
the timing of this convergence. The racial education gap remained rela-

birth cohort when it began to fall at a fairly steady rate. Yet there was 
no contemporaneous increase in the quality of black schools relative to 
white schools in Georgia that can explain this trend break, as evidenced 

FIGURE 2

Source Annual
Report of the Department of Education to General Assembly of the State of Georgia
The number of teachers with normal training is not available after 1922. The length of the school 

A. B.

C. D.
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by Figure 2.  The timing of the arrival of the boll weevil in Georgia, and 
the resulting shift away from cotton production, however, corresponds to 
the beginning of the convergence of the black-white education gap. The 

the fall in cotton production in the wake of the boll weevil’s arrival may 
explain part of the initial narrowing of the racial gap in education in the 
South.

outcomes, I have collected county-level data from the Annual Report 
of the Department of Education to the General Assembly of the State 
of Georgia
source of a variety of data on school quantity and quality at the county 
level. Useful statistics on school quantity include the number of children 
enrolled in school by grade and by sex and average daily attendance. 

teachers, days of school per year, and total receipts. Also, Georgia took 
a quinquennial census of the school-age population, which provides the 
total school-age population of each county by sex. With the exception of 

FIGURE 3

Source

A. B.

effects of which are considered later.
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receipts, all of the above mentioned educational statistics were reported 
separately by race. In addition, the Report of the Comptroller-General 
provides detailed statistics on taxable wealth, from which I collected total 
wealth by race for each county.

I also collected data from three sources previously exploited by Lange, 

on cotton production. First, Cotton Production in the United States
provides the number of bales of cotton ginned, an excellent proxy for the 

tracking the presence of the boll weevil at the county level. Third, the 

including monthly totals of precipitation, which I use to estimate total 

cotton production.

increased the school enrollment rate of children by reducing the marginal 
product of child labor in agriculture.  Secondly, this effect is predicted to 
have been greater for blacks than for whites because black children were 
more likely to be employed as farm laborers.8

the fall is obvious, the relationship between cotton and enrollment may 

generally build upon one another, growing in complexity. Thus, the 

missed at the beginning of the term. Since the cotton harvest overlapped 
with the beginning of the school term, a child participating full time in 

the value of schooling may have been great enough to prevent attendance 
altogether.

attendance rate as the dependent variable of primary interest.
8 This prediction can also be motivated by a model of the time allocation of the child where 

consumption and the child’s future earnings. In such a framework, the fact that white households 
were wealthier than black households, on average, suggests that black enrollment rates would be 
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I use county-level cotton production as a proxy for the marginal 
product of child labor in agriculture.9 A potential concern with this 
approach is the existence of alternative mechanisms by which exogenous 
changes in cotton production could affect the household schooling deci-
sion. First, a negative shock to cotton production, such as the arrival of 
the boll weevil, would negatively affect household wealth. Since wealth 
is positively correlated with schooling, the wealth effect would bias the 

wealth at the county level is included as a control.  Additionally, lower 
household wealth implies a reduction in the tax base and, potentially, a 
reduction in funds for education. In Georgia, however, most school board 
receipts were apportioned from the State School Fund rather than being 
raised by local taxation in the early twentieth century. Georgia’s School 
Fund did not change in response to cotton production, which suggests 

address this concern, I control for school board receipts per school-age  
child.

A simple regression of measures of education (y) on bales of cotton 
ginned (COTTON) could be used to examine the hypotheses. This linear 
regression is represented by the following equation:

yct =  * COTTONct + Xct + c + t + ct, (1)

which includes controls Xct for county c and year t, as well as county 

school per year, and school board receipts per child).11

interest is , the effect of cotton output on measures of education.

9

a negative correlation between output and price. If marginal product of labor was increasing in 
output, as argued here, then price does not provide a good proxy for the value of the marginal 
product of child labor in this context. Additionally, world price does not provide any cross-county 

 Because average wealth here is based on assessed, rather than market, value, it may understate 
the true effect of the boll weevil on property values. For this reason and because I cannot control 
for changes in the distribution of wealth, some potential for bias remains. Thus, the results may 
understate the true impact of a change in the marginal product of child labor on schooling.

11 Since some of these control variables are likely to have been partially determined by 
enrollment rate, and are thus endogenous in equation (1), in each analysis that follows I show 
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-
geneity of cotton production to schooling decisions. A farmer, when 
deciding how much cotton to plant in the spring, would likely consider 
whether his children would be available to help with the fall harvest. If 
the children were to attend school, their labor could not be counted on in 

likely contaminated by reverse causation: increased schooling, and thus 
a reduction in the supply of child labor, caused a fall in cotton produc-
tion due to the higher marginal cost of labor. I address this concern by 
using an instrumental variables strategy to estimate the effect of cotton 
production on educational outcomes. Therefore, bales of cotton ginned, 
COTTONct, is treated as endogenous and modeled as

COTTONct = Zct + Xct + c + t + vct, (2)

where Zct is an indicator variable for the presence of the boll weevil in 
county c in year t.

The validity of the boll weevil as an instrument is easily argued. The 

production, a reasonable assumption as the boll weevil’s only direct 

impact on humans, livestock, or other crops. Furthermore, there is no 
reason to think that schooling decisions could have affected the spread of 

of the presence of the boll weevil as an instrument is further explored in 
a later section.

-
tion of equation (2) into equation (1). This provides an estimate of the 
overall impact of the boll weevil’s arrival on enrollment rates. Since 

Two restrictions are imposed on the sample of counties included in 
the analysis. First, the analysis is limited to those counties that main-
tained public schools for blacks throughout the study period. There 
were 11 counties that had small black populations and did not always 
provide schooling for black children. Second, the analysis is limited to 



Boll Weevil’s Impact on Education in Rural Georgia 1141

cotton-producing counties. There are 12 counties in Georgia for which 
there are no data on cotton production for part of the study period. 
Most are in the mountainous area of northeast Georgia or along the 

-

geographical units, I merge counties whose borders changed within the 

1922, 14 new counties were created from parts of 22 existing ones. The 

counties.”12

13 Thus, data on 121 Georgia counties over 

Summary statistics for 1914, the year prior to contact with the boll 

gap in average daily attendance per school-age child was slightly larger, 

races, at these county schools was fairly low at 49 percent.
There was also a substantial racial gap in school resources. White 

students per teacher. In terms of schools, there were 2.9 fewer schools for 

were much more likely to attend one-room schools, whereas whites often 
attended multi-room graded schools. So this measure of access to schools 
likely understates the true disparity. The average school board received 
less than six dollars per school-age child. Statewide expenditures for 1914 

12

13
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population, black schools were clearly not equal to white schools, consis-

Table 2 begins the examination of the relationship between cotton 
and schooling, presenting reduced-form effects of the boll weevil on log 

TABLE 1

  Mean

   All Black White

Variable (1) (2) (3) (4)

enrollment

attendance

teachers 2.422

schools

term length 119.984
(19.311)

receipts School receipts per school-age child (¢)
(224)

wealth Wealth per same-race school-age child 1,124 121
(129)

cotton bales Bales of cotton ginned
(19,322)

Notes
reports the difference in means estimated from regressions with an indicator variable for blacks and 
presents standard errors in parentheses.
Sources: See the text.
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boll weevil explains a 4 percent (e  – 1) increase in the school enroll-
ment rate of black children. This result suggests the boll weevil increased 
the enrollment rate of blacks by 2.8 percentage points at the 1914 mean, or 

effect to be robust to the inclusion of wealth and school quality controls.14

TABLE 2

 Black White Both

 (1) (2) (3) (4)

boll weevil

black

black X weevil

ln(teachers)

ln(schools)

ln(term length)

ln(receipts)

ln(wealth)

3,322

Notes:

Sources: See the text.

14

dummy and county-level controls.
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boll weevil caused less than a 1 percent increase in school enrollment 

regressions of log enrollment rate on the presence of the boll weevil, an 
-

weevil had a greater positive impact on black enrollment rate than white 
enrollment rate.  The results shown in Table 2 reveal that the arrival 
of the boll weevil, an exogenous, negative shock to cotton production, 
increased the enrollment rate of blacks and reduced the racial gap in 

rates between 1914 and 1929 in Georgia.
Table 3 presents two-stage least-squares estimates of the model given 

by equations (1) and (2) with log enrollment rate as the dependent vari-

strong negative effect of the boll weevil on cotton production in Georgia, 

example, suggests that the boll weevil was associated with a 19 percent 
(e -

weevil on cotton remains almost unchanged when controls for either 
race are included suggests that the boll weevil is a good instrument. 

weevil is a weak instrument.

due to the boll weevil. Between 1914 and 1929, the racial differential in enrollment rate fell by 

conservative estimate. Alternatively, between 1914 and 1922, the racial gap in enrollment rate fell 

suggesting that presence of the boll weevil is not a weak instrument.
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instrument for cotton production.18

The second-stage results, also shown in Table 3, suggest large racial 
differences in schooling response to changes in cotton production. The 

 – 1) 

TABLE 3

First Stage Second Stage

Black White Black White

 (1) (2) (3) (4)

boll weevil

ln(cotton bales)

ln(teachers)

ln(schools)

ln(term length)

ln(receipts)

ln(wealth)

 F-statistic

Notes

and the dependent variable in the second stage is log enrollment rate.
Sources: See the text.

18

overidentifying restrictions suggests both are independent of the second-stage error term (results 
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differential results by race are consistent with the hypothesis that blacks 
were more sensitive to changes in cotton production than whites.

The results for the school quality controls in Table 3 are as expected. 
The number of teachers, number of schools, term length, and school 
receipts are all positively correlated with enrollment rate. Interestingly, 
the number of schools appears to have a greater effect on enrollment rate 

associated with a 2 percent increase in enrollment rate for blacks but only 

an increase in the number of schools reduced the cost of attendance for 
blacks more than whites, since whites had better access to transportation.

The effect of cotton production on enrollment rates across sex is also 
worth exploring. If females had a lower marginal product of labor in 
the cotton harvest than males, then their school enrollment might be 
less affected by cotton production.  Indeed, the gap between the male 
and female enrollment rate of black children, as seen in Table 1, may 
be in part due to a higher demand for black males in the production of 
cotton. Table 4 displays the second-stage results of 2SLS regressions of 

in cotton production led to a 2.2 percent increase in the enrollment rate 

rate of black females (column [3]). The magnitude of these effects is only 
slightly reduced by the addition of wealth and school quality controls, 

(8), the effects of cotton on the enrollment rate of white males and females 

To understand the mechanisms at play, it is necessary to consider 
how enrollment responded relative to the timing of the boll weevil’s 

-

If farmers pulled children out of school to help with these large, pre–
boll weevil harvests, then the estimates in Table 2 may overstate the net 
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effects of the boll weevil on enrollment rates, due to an Ashenfelter dip. 

date addresses this concern.
Therefore, I replace the indicator for the presence of the boll weevil 

with six leads and four lags for the year of its arrival. The empirical speci-

β γ θ θ φ εΣ + +θ≠
≤y β= Σ ≠
≤ Xγγ ,ct k k≥≥−
k

k cββββ ctX c tθ θθ c cφφ t6, 0

4 (3)

where BWc denotes the year the boll weevil entered county c. The speci-

(Xct
the boll weevil’s arrival is omitted, so all effects are measured relative to 
the year of contact. A single categorical variable is used to indicate four 
or more years after contact, and a separate variable indicates six or more 
years before contact. Thus,  represents the long-run average effect six 
or more years before the weevil arrived, and 4 represents the average 
effect four or more years after contact.

relatively small immediate impact on bales of cotton ginned, but three 

TABLE 4

Black White

Male Female Male Female

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (8)

ln(cotton bales)

Yes Yes Yes Yes

Notes

columns include county-level wealth and school quality controls.
Sources: See the text.



Baker1148

FIGURE 4

Notes

and four years after the boll weevil’s arrival. Unfortunately, comparable statistics on schooling 

Source: See the text.

A.

B.

C.
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to increase the year prior to the boll weevil’s arrival; two years after 

percent relative to the year of arrival, with no sign of a reversal four years 
after being hit. This suggests that household schooling decisions fully 
responded to the presence of the boll weevil two years after its arrival. 

the expectation that the boll weevil’s impending arrival would increase 
the relative returns to education, as farming cotton no longer seemed 
a prudent career choice.19 Most importantly, there is only a slight dip 
in enrollment rate two years prior to contact, which is not statistically 
different from the pre–boll weevil trend, allaying the above mentioned 

of the boll weevil’s effect.  In comparison, the effect of the leads and 
lags of the boll weevil’s arrival on the enrollment rate of whites yields a 

Alternative Measures of Education

I now consider the boll weevil’s impact on alternative educational 
-

on the interaction term black X boll weevil in column (1) implies the boll 
weevil differentially increased black attendance rates, showing a relative 
gain of 4.3 percent; this reinforces the results for enrollment.21

19 The timing is complicated by the fact that the agricultural year and the school year do not 
perfectly coincide. The extent of the boll weevil infestation at the end of the agricultural year 
was revealed prior to the end of the school year. Thus, the increase in enrollment in the year 
prior to contact may not have occurred until after the conclusion of the cotton harvest, as some 

surprise that some households changed their behavior in response to the imminent arrival of the 

 The estimates presented in Tables 2 through 4 are robust to the exclusion of observations 
from two years prior to the boll weevil’s arrival. Thus, this dip is not driving the above results.

21 The results of 2SLS regressions of log attendance rate on log cotton bales, comparable to 
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labor in cotton production. The infrequent attendance of blacks, perhaps 
due to their participation in the cotton harvest, led to a distortion in the age-
for-grade distribution because some children did not attend enough days of 
school to advance from one grade to the next. Additionally, irregular enroll-
ment often led to the repetition of grades. Thus, as southern farmers moved 

-

rate in the absence of growth in enrollment. Since the above results suggest 

retention on the indicator for presence of the boll weevil, an indicator 

-
tion rate of blacks 13 percent more than it reduced that of whites, and is 

TABLE 5

 (1) (2) (3) (4)

boll weevil

black

black X weevil

Yes Yes Yes Yes
Time trends Yes Yes

Notes

Sources: See the text.
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wealth and school quality controls. This suggests the arrival of the boll 

Summer Rainfall as an Alternative Instrument

such a dramatic and sustained drop in cotton production would likely 
induce structural changes in the local economy, affecting, for example, 

-
tions in wealth and income negatively affect school enrollment, implying 
that the above estimates understate the effect of cotton production on 
schooling, other changes may imply the opposite. If the relative returns to 
education increased, for example, then the second-stage estimates shown 

with a more transient impact on cotton production would be unlikely to 
have long-run impacts on the local economy and, therefore, useful in 

total summer rainfall.22 With regard to relevance, too little rainfall does 
not seem to have been a problem in Georgia, but too much rain was. 

invited pathogens that reduced yield (Tharp and Young 1939). Indeed, 

contributes to the best results in cotton growing” (U.S. Bureau of the 

in session during the summer, rainfall during this season would have no 
direct effect on school enrollment.23

as summer rainfall may affect schooling through omitted variables.

22

crops (namely, corn, tobacco, and sugarcane) and soil conditions. Unfortunately, price lacks 

rainfall has the advantage of providing both geographic and temporal variation, making it a 
stronger instrument in this context.

23

may have had a negative impact on attendance during this two-month term, it is unlikely to have 
had an impact on enrollment.
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-

(1.1  – 1) percent increase in the black enrollment rate.24 The estimates 
for whites suggest a negative correlation between summer rainfall and 

displayed in columns (1) through (3), show that log summer rain is a very 
strong instrument for cotton production; the F-statistic for the excluded 

-
tion that excessive rainfall made the crop susceptible to pathogens. The 

the relevance of summer rainfall to cotton production.

look quite similar to those presented in Table 3. They show that reduc-

effect on the enrollment rate of blacks, while having little, if any, effect on 
white enrollment. These estimates support the relevance of the marginal 

TABLE 6

 Black White

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(summer rain)

Yes Yes

Notes

school quality. 
Sources: See the text.

24 At the mean level of summer rainfall, a one standard deviation (or 22.3 percent) increase in 
summer rain led to a 1.3 percent increase in black enrollment rate.



Boll Weevil’s Impact on Education in Rural Georgia

product of child labor in the cotton harvest to the household schooling 
decision, at least for blacks, allaying concern that alternative channels 

smaller in magnitude than those in Table 3, suggesting that some of the 
gains in black enrollment as a result of the boll weevil’s arrival may be 
due to an increase in the relative returns to schooling.

Concurrent Shocks to Schooling

Another possible threat to the validity of the boll weevil as an instru-
ment concerns shocks to school quality contemporaneous with the 
insect’s arrival. For example, the school consolidation movement may 
have spread from the southwest to the northeast of Georgia in a manner 

TABLE 7

First Stage Second Stage

Black White Black White

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(summer rain)

ln(cotton bales)

 F-statistic
Yes Yes Yes Yes

Notes

Sources: See the text.

instrumental variable. The results of 2SLS regressions using a quadratic in log summer rain in the 

Additionally, since late spring and early summer rainfall is known to increase boll weevil 
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similar to the boll weevil. Table 8 shows results from regressions of 
measured school quality, in logs, on the indicator for the presence of the 

spread and the number of teachers, number of schools, or term length 

but they also help rule out shocks to the supply of schooling as a channel 
linking cotton production and school enrollment.

correlated with the boll weevil’s arrival, then this could lead to spurious 
correlation between the presence of the boll weevil and school enrollment 

the number of new military enlistments over the school-age population 
during the years of U.S. involvement in WWI. The second-stage results 
are presented in Table 9. The estimates shown are comparable in magni-

 Therefore, the main 

TABLE 8

Black White

ln(teachers) ln(schools) ln(term) ln(teachers) ln(schools) ln(term)

 (1) (2) (3) (4)
boll weevil

Notes

Sources: See the text.
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Shifting Migration Patterns

Since this analysis uses a panel of counties rather than individuals, 
there might be concern that migration is biasing the results. Shifting 
migration patterns concurrent with the boll weevil’s arrival would be 
troubling if, on average, either in-migrants had a higher preference for 
schooling or out-migrants had a lower preference for schooling. Both 

-
cant anecdotal evidence that agricultural workers migrated in advance 

declined thereafter, with the trend in the black population mirroring that 
of the total population. 

There is no reason to think that the population migrating ahead of 
the boll weevil had a higher preference for education than the resident 
population. Moreover, if they did, then one would expect to see a rise 
in enrollment rates prior to contact with the boll weevil followed by a 

TABLE 9

Black White

 (1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(cotton bales)

WWI enlistments

Yes Yes

Notes

Sources
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evidence of a fall in enrollment rates after contact with the boll weevil. 
Alternatively, if the children of migrants were less likely to enroll in 
school, perhaps because they were more likely to work in the cotton 

years leading up to contact with the boll weevil, but Figure 4(b) shows 
no evidence of this pattern either. Additionally, recent work shows that 
black migrants leaving the South during this period were positively 

suggests, if anything, my results are slightly downward biased due to  
migration.

Trends in Child Labor

-
 Moreover, this decrease 

child labor could confound the estimates presented in this work if it was 
correlated with, and not caused by, the spread of the boll weevil across 

-
enced similar declines in employment over this period, and yet only the 
schooling behavior of blacks changed in response to the boll weevil, 
suggests that these child labor trends were secular.

This article documents the effect of the cotton economy on educational 
outcomes in the early twentieth-century Southern United States. More 

the arrival of the boll weevil affected school enrollment. While there is 
little evidence that the cotton economy played a role in the schooling 
decision of whites, my results clearly show that the demand for child 
labor in cotton production suppressed the enrollment rate of blacks. 

and because of changes in the instructions to enumerators. Also, decreased child labor in the 
non-agricultural sector might be explained by the passage of two federal laws restricting the 
employment of children in mining, quarrying, and manufacturing.
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The differential response to changes in cotton production by race is 
expected because white children were less likely to be engaged in farm 
work than were black children. This might be because whites, who were 
wealthier on average than blacks, relied more on hired labor rather than 

-
ship between cotton production and the enrollment rate of white children 
is surprising, as a non-trivial share reported working as farm laborers 

weevil had a greater negative effect on the wealth of whites, the estimates 

due to the role of the wealth effect in household schooling decisions 

estimates are little changed by the inclusion of average assessed wealth 
should mitigate this concern. 

responded to the boll weevil by pushing up the harvest season. Since 
white schools had longer terms on average, it seems likely that they 

was reduced by a proportionately greater amount for blacks, relative to 
whites, by the arrival of the boll weevil. This might explain the lack of 

-

of a response in the attendance behavior of whites to the boll weevil. 

contain only scattered information on the timing of school terms. Thus, 
this remains an open question for future research.

the black-white education gap. Furthermore, other events that reduced 
the demand for child labor generated by cotton, such as the Agricultural 

contributed to convergence of the racial gap in education through the 
-

cotton picker, explains a reduction by one-half in southern black teenage 

narrowing of the black-white differential in years of schooling through 
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The results of this article demonstrate that the production of a child 
labor–intensive crop negatively affected educational outcomes in the 
early twentieth century. This gives new insight into the role of the 
seasonal demand for child labor in agricultural production in the house-
hold schooling decision. Further work might consider long-run effects 
of the boll weevil on years of schooling, migration, and labor market 
outcomes using linked census data. Additionally, an examination of how 
the household schooling decision responds to different local cropping 

enrollment and attendance are affected by the demand for labor generated 
by agriculture is key to understanding how to increase educational attain-
ment in rural areas of the developing world today.
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