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Two National British Birth Cohorts

Age of Cohort Members by Historical Events

1958  1960      1970    1975       1980    1985      1990     1995    2000   2004       2008

1958 National Child Development Study (NCDS): n=17,5

Birth   Age 7 Age 11 Age 16     Age 23 Age 33 Age 42  Age 46   Age 50

1970 British Cohort Study (BCS70): n=16,571

Birth  Age 5  Age 10   Age16      Age 26        Age 30  Age 34   Age 38

Era of liberalisation

Revival of Feminist 

movement

End of baby 

boom

Oil crisis

New technologies

Onset of recession Credit Crunch

Collapse of housing market

Second wave of recession

Onset of recovery

LSYPE: n=21,234

Age 13  14   15   16  17   18
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Research Questions

 Have educational expectations of boys and 

girls changed across the three age cohorts?

 Have gender differences in educational 

expectations of teenagers and their parents 

diminished across three cohorts?

 Has the role of social background decreased 

in shaping school attainment and educational 

expectations in later born cohorts?
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Teenage career expextations

 Adolescence critical phase

•Career choice process (Gottfredsen, Trice, 

Vondracek, Schoon)

 Decisions about future

•Life planning (Clausen, Nurmi)

•Direction for future transitions

•Investments 

 Long term consequences

•Influencing consequent behaviour
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Gender differences in career 

expectations

 Life course as personal construction

 Selective processes

 Interests and goals

 Role expectations, gender stereotypes, 

and demands (Eccles, Epstein, Arnot)
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Career expectations in 

Context

 Family background

 School context

 Changing labour markets and opportunities

•From ‘Golden Age’ to ‘Crisis Decades’
•Increasing participation of women in the labour market

•Expansion of the education system

•Institutional filters 

Ƃ how does social context influence transition 

behaviour?
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Comparative Measures in 

three Age Cohorts

 Social Origin:
•parental social class, parental education

 Academic attainment in mid childhood
•NCDS: math and reading at age 11

•BCS70: math and reading at age 10

•LSYPE: math and reading at age 10 (Key stage 2)

 Own Education Aspirations (age 16):
•Expects further education beyond age 16

 Parental Aspirations (age 16)
•parents want child to continue education post 16

7



Educational expectations of 

16-year olds
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Educational expectations in 3 age 

cohorts: gender and social differences
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Education Participation of 

Parents (% with further education)
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Parental expectation that a child will 

continue full time education after age 16 

in 3 age cohorts: by gender and parental education
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Longitudinal approach: 

linking early disadvantage to teenage expectations
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Longitudinal approach: 

linking early disadvantage to teenage expectations
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Longitudinal approach: 

linking early disadvantage to teenage aspirations

Family social 

background

Teenage 

education

aspirations

Parental 

education 

aspiration

Mid childhood Age 16

Scores in 

Mathematics

Scores in 

Reading

Multiple group analysis –fitting the model to six groups: girls and boys from NCDS, BCS and LSYPE. 

Goodness of fit: ɉ2=265.72, df=57, CFI =0.993, RMSEA=0.038
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Findings (1): 

Role of Social Background and 

Academic Attainment 

 Association between social background and 

academic attainment remains for all three cohorts;

 Direct influence of social background on school 

attainment and expectations among teenagers and 

parents has reduced for later born cohort;

Ÿ Influence of social background on expectations is 

mediated via academic attainment;

Ÿ Role of academic attainment in influencing 

expectations among teenagers and parents has 

reduced for later born cohort.
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Findings (2):

Gender differences 

 No gender differences in general academic 

attainment (although there are gender differences in 

maths and reading attainment)

 Girls are more ambitious than boys regarding their 

educational expectations (increasingly so in LSYPE);

 Parents have higher expectations for their daughters 

than for their sons (increasingly so in LSYPE);

 Boys and girls from disadvantaged background have 

lower aspirations than their more privileged peers;

 Girls from disadvantaged background appear to be 

more optimistic than boys.
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Conclusion

 Persisting social inequalities

 Changing norms and expectations

 Paradox: high aspirations among girls

•Differential reference group

•Pollyanna hypothesis

•Social powerlessness

•Sex-role socialisation

•Interdependence of public/private spheres

•Adaptive optimism
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