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Special section

Introduction to the special section:
The role of gender in school-related
transitions and beyond

Alexandra M. Freund1

Whether or not to continue school, whether to aspire to a college

degree, in which major, what kind of career to choose are central

life decisions that adolescents and young adults have to make.

These decisions affect people’s lives substantially regarding their

future work-related development, the social network they will

build, the skills and competencies they will acquire, which aspects

of their personality will become more important than others, and

what their lifestyle will look like (e.g., Caspi & Roberts, 2001;

Hoff, 2005). There is high consensus in the literature that educa-

tional and career-related choices are of pivotal importance for

future development. Some of these decisions have to be made at

an early phase in the life span, namely in adolescence and young

adulthood, a life phase when the young person cannot draw yet

on a broad self-knowledge base and has very few or even no experi-

ences with work life. Not surprisingly, then, there exists a rich liter-

ature on the factors influencing educational and career-related

decisions such as ability, agentic personality, exploration, family

background, and peer-group influences (e.g., Bandura, Barbaranelli,

Caprara, & Pastorelli, 2001; Eccles, 1994). Some of these factors co-

vary with gender, which might contribute to gender-related differ-

ences in educational and career-related choices. In addition, as much

as many of us would like to live in completely egalitarian societies,

socioeconomic differences as well as gender contribute to profes-

sional achievements (e.g., Duncan, Featherman, & Duncan, 1972;

Klein et al., 2007; Wigfield & Eccles, 2001). Given the importance

of educational and career-related decisions, then, the study of gender-

related differences is of high theoretical as well as applied value.

What drives gender-related differences in these choices? What are

the consequences of these differences for further career-related

development?

This special section includes five papers that are concerned with

the role of gender in school-related transitions and, going beyond

school, for occupational development. All of the papers share a gen-

eral perspective that transitions are crucial points for observing devel-

opmental processes (Caspi & Moffitt, 1993). Taking a differential

view on development, the papers focus on gender-related differences

in professional and family-related goals and aspirations as well as edu-

cational and occupational opportunities. The papers present an inter-

national perspective on various aspects of gender-related differences

in educational and professional development, using different longitu-

dinal data sets from Germany, England, Finland, and Switzerland. As

a whole, the papers provide a multifaceted view of gender-related

differences in development during transitions.

Setting the theoretical stage for the four empirical papers, Eccles

(2011, this issue) elaborates on the central tenets of one of the most

influential models for understanding the gendered patterns of

educational and career-related choices, namely her Expectancy

Value Model of Achievement-Related Task Choices. This model has

proven most useful for conceptualizing subjective expectations of

success and the personal value of available educational and career-

related options as the main factors contributing to these choices.

These factors are seen as being embedded in cultural norms and

expectations (e.g., parents as socializers), personal beliefs and

attitudes (e.g., gendered self-concept, personal ambitions), as well

as the social context (e.g., socioeconomic status). The Expectancy

Value Model of Achievement-Related Task Choices serves as a

framework for integrating the different empirical articles in a

very elegant and persuasive manner.

Chow and Salmela-Aro (2011, this issue) tested whether the

well-documented gender-related differences with boys placing

higher values on math and sciences and girls placing higher values

on languages and social studies could be replicated in a Finnish

sample of adolescents. Note that Finnish society places great impor-

tance on gender-equity regarding education, work, and raising

children. However, even in this cultural context, the well-known

gender differences emerged with boys being more likely to focus

on math and sciences and girls on the other subjects. Moreover,

higher task values in math and sciences were related to wanting

to continue further education.

Schoon and Polek (2011, this issue) examined birth cohort as a

context for possible changes in gender-related differences in educa-

tional and occupational achievements. Using data from two British

longitudinal cohort studies, their results provide empirical support

for historical changes in gender-related differences. Across cohorts,

girls have become more ambitious and motivated regarding aca-

demic achievement compared to boys, particularly when coming

from a less disadvantaged social family-background. Moreover,

higher aspirations in adolescence are also longitudinally related

to higher social status in adulthood. Unfortunately, however, these

changes do not counteract gender disparities regarding occupa-

tional achievement. Women are still more likely to hold profes-

sional occupations of lower social status with lower incomes then
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men. Different to the Finnish study by Chow and Salmela-Aro,

then, younger cohorts of British girls seem more ambitious than

their male counterparts but they still achieve lower occupational

prestige. Future studies are needed to investigate the socio-

cultural and labor-market related differences between the Finnish

and the British societies to understand which factors might

contribute to these different sets of findings.

Placing educational and career-related choices in the context of

parental role models, Wiese and Freund (2011, this issue) focused,

in their study with Swiss students right before graduating from high

school, on how perceived maternal and paternal work participation in

different phases of the family life cycle shaped adolescents’ work–

family ideals and beliefs. Interestingly, results of their study suggest

a highly gendered role modeling process with same-sex parents

serving as role models for the adolescents’ own life plans, whereas

the opposite-gendered parents served as a model for the preferred

degree of work participation for future life-partners. It seems, then,

that gendered work–family-roles are transmitted across generations.

Taking the interplay of work and family one step further, Abele

and Spurk (2011, this issue) showed in a German longitudinal sample

that gender-related self-concept was related to the timing of parent-

hood (communion) and career success (agency) over a period of

10 years. Pointing to a different form of gender-related inequality

than the one found by Schoon and Polek, having children proved to

be an obstacle for career success for women, particularly when the

first child was born around the time of starting one’s first position.

In contrast, men’s career success was unrelated to parenthood. Results

of this study suggest, then, that women’s careers are still much more

affected by the management of the two life domains of work and fam-

ily than men. Combining these findings with the role-model results by

Wiese and Freund, one would predict that the children of these highly

educated women and men in Abele and Spurk’s study might show a

tendency to replicate this gendered work–family pattern.

Again, it would be interesting to examine if the pattern of results

in Abele and Spurk’s study holds true also in different cultural con-

texts such as Finland, a country with higher gender equality regard-

ing the combination of child rearing responsibilities and work life.

Also, the transition to parenthood might be one of the factors that

contribute to the lower prestige and income jobs for women—despite

higher educational ambitions—compared to men found in the British

sample by Schoon and Polek.

As these examples for future studies show, bringing together

different theoretical and international perspectives on the question

of the role of gender in school-related transitions and beyond can

create ideas about connections between different constructs as well

as possible cultural differences that might shed new light on an old

question. It is my hope that this selection of very interesting and

insightful articles will stimulate new theoretical ideas and

empirical research.
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