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ABSTRACT 
 

In this paper, we investigate whether the superior performance of girls in exams taken during 

compulsory schooling translate into superior performance in the labour market. We also 

investigate whether boys eventually catch up with girls in terms of their educational attainment. 

Using the Youth Cohort Surveys for England and Wales for the period 1986 to 2002, we find 

that the superior performance of girls in exams taken during compulsory schooling are 

beginning to pay off, insofar as in their early labour market careers there are positive wage 

returns to girls with better education. A further key finding is that better educated girls are more 

likely to stay on for further education, especially for academic courses, such as A-levels.  

Finally, although boys did experience some catch up with respect to A-level performance in the 

early time period, towards the end of the period girls were again out-performing boys in A-

levels, and also with respect to work-based qualifications. (159 words) 
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1. Introduction 
 
 
In a companion paper, we investigate the evolution and determinants of the educational gender 

gap in Britain (Andrews, Bradley, Stott and Taylor, 2004). The educational gender gap is 

typically measured as the difference in the proportion of girls who pass five or more GCSEs 

with Grades A*-C and the same proportion for boys.  This issue attracts considerable political 

and media attention every year when the exam results are published. The raw data show that, 

over the period 1985 to 2003, girls have out-performed boys, and that this gap has been 

widening, such that, by the end of the period the gap stood at 10 percentage points. In our own 

analysis of the educational gender gap, when we control for observable personal, family, school 

and neighbourhood characteristics this has very little effect on the gap, whereas once we control 

for school-level unobserved heterogeneity, the gap falls by about one half between 1991-1999. 

 

There is a view that says that this widening of the educational gender gap does not matter if this 

advantage dissipates by the time the girl enters the labour market, where, of course, women fair 

worse than men. In many areas of gender discrimination in the labour market, the gap is getting 

narrower, and so one possible explanation, in the UK at least, is that the increasing educational 

gender gap has had an impact in subsequent labour-market outcomes. It is possible that girls 

work harder at school knowing that they will be discriminated against later on in the labour 

market. Moreover, even if the increasing educational gender gap has no effect on the adult 

gender wage gap, it is still possible that it could close the gender wage gap in the youth labour 

market because young girls are less likely to interrupt their careers because child-rearing usually 

happens later on in life. It is well documented that women have less work experience and this 

increases the adult gender wage gap.  Thus, the gender wage gap in the youth labour market gets 

smaller because the acquisition of more human capital by girls is given greater weight by 

employers because boys and girls have similar levels of work experience. A countervailing 

force, however, is the propensity for girls to continue to crowd into low paying ‘female’ 

occupations, resulting in occupational segregation (Andrews, Bradley and Stott, 2004). 

 

The aims of this paper are therefore threefold. Firstly, we evaluate the impact of the educational 

gender gap in GCSEs on post-compulsory education and labour market outcomes.  The 

relatively superior performance of girls in GCSEs may have translated into higher wages, or 

more plausibly, a narrowing of the gender wage gap. Secondly, we investigate whether 

differences in educational attainment between boys and girls in GCSEs lead to differences in 



post-school educational and labour market destinations. For instance, are girls more likely to 

enter academic Further Education (FE), and subsequently Higher Education (HE)? Thirdly, do 

boys catch up with girls in terms of A-level performance, or, more generally, attainment in 

National Vocational Qualifications (NVQ)? To investigate all of these issues we analyse ten 

sweeps of the bi-annual Youth Cohort Study (YCS), starting in 1986 and finishing in 2001. 

 

Our study adds to the existing literature, surveyed below, on the youth labour market in a 

number of ways. First, to our knowledge, there has been very little previous work which 

assesses the effect of the educational gender gap on labour market outcomes, especially for the 

UK. Furthermore, although there is a massive literature on the school-to-work transition, very 

few papers explicitly seek to quantify gender differences in outcomes. Most of the previous 

literature is cross-sectional, examining labour market outcomes in a particular year. 

Longitudinal studies tend to focus on the time it takes for a young person to acquire their first 

job. The advantage of our research is that, because it refers to the period 1986 to 2001, we can 

investigate how the labour market outcomes of boys and girls have changed over time. Lastly, 

the investigation of 'catch-up' has been investigated by educationalists but this has tended to be 

descriptive, whereas we adopt a rigorous econometric approach. Also, there is no discussion of 

the differences between boys and girls when analysing NVQ performance. 

 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we review the available 

literature, which is followed, in Section 3, by a discussion of the changing institutional 

environment in which young people made choices about whether to leave school or not, for 

instance. This section also discusses the data we use in our study. Section 4 describes our 

econometric framework, which is followed by a discussion of our results in Section 5.  Section 6 

concludes.    

 
 
2. Literature Review 
 

There is an education literature on A-level performance of boys and girls but very little formal 

statistical analysis. Tinklin, Croxford, Ducklin and Frame (2001) and Tinklin (2003) are 

exceptions insofar as they use data for Scotland, and show that girls and boys are equally likely 

to become ‘high attainers’ (i.e. obtain 4 or more H-levels), but that girls who perform well in 

compulsory schooling are more likely to stay on.  There is a large literature focusing upon the 

school-to-work transition, which is summarised by Bradley and Nguyen (2004). Although 



almost all of this literature investigates the effect of educational attainment, as well as other 

factors, on post-school destinations, boys and girls are treated separately and so there is no 

explicit attempt to investigate the impact of the educational gender gap on those destinations. 

Rice (2000) is an exception because she investigates the role of gender in determining 

differences in staying-on rates into FE in the UK, which again favours girls. She finds that only 

part of the gender gap in staying on rates is due to differences in GCSE exam performance at 

school. An 11 percentage point difference in the predicted probability of white males and 

females would be reduced to 6 percentage points if the distribution of education attainment 

between the genders was equalised. School-based work experience has some effect on the 

gender differences in the probability of staying on. Jacob (2002) investigates the gender gap in 

attendance at US colleges, which favours girls, focusing on the effects of differences in the 

returns to college and the impact of poor non-cognitive skills amongst boys (e.g. their inability 

to pay attention in class, to work with others and to organize and keep track of homework). 

Higher non-cognitive skills and college premiums among women account for nearly 80 percent 

of the gender gap in higher education. Other studies are of indirect relevance to our own work. 

For instance, Graham and Smith (2005) investigate gender differences in the choice of science 

and engineering careers for US graduates. Turner and Bowen (1999) show that differences in 

SAT scores, obtained during compulsory schooling, account for a small part of the gender gap 

in choice of college majors, the main part explained by labour market expectations and gender-

specific effects of the college experience.       

 

There is a large literature on the gender wage gap. We concentrate here on those studies that 

have tried to assess the impact of specific aspects of education on that wage gap. Most of this 

literature relates to the US and is concerned with adult male-female wage differences. It could 

be argued that studying adults has the advantage of avoiding transitional labour market effects. 

However, it is clear that a bad start to one’s working life can have detrimental long term 

consequences (Bradley and Nguyen, 2004), and so it is important to also understand what 

factors influence early labour market performance.  

 

One strand of the literature investigates the effect of course choice on the gender wage gap. 

Paglin and Rufolo (1990) show that women earn less because they are less likely to choose 

degree subjects, and hence occupations, requiring quantitative skills, which are in short supply 

in the US labour market. Similarly, Brown & Corcoran (1997) argue that differences in degree 

subject account for a substantial part of the gender gap in adult wages for college graduates, 



however, differences in the courses studied account for little of the equally large gender wage 

gap for the less educated. In the case of the less educated, courses studied at high school account 

for about one third of the gap, whereas work experience is shown to be much more important. 

Interestingly, Christie and Shannon (2001) find that gender differences in educational 

attainment account for virtually none of the gender gap in earnings in 1985 and 1990 in Canada.  

 

A second strand of the literature has analysed the effect of maths skills on the gender wage gap.  

Murnane, Willett and Levy (1995) show that even basic maths skills have become increasingly 

important for predicting wages at age 24 between the late 1970s and the mid-1980s in the US. 

For women the increased wage return to maths accounts for all of the increase over this time 

period in the wage premium with respect to post-secondary education. Altonji (1995) also finds 

positive returns to achievement in Maths for the US and Dolton and Vignoles (2002) found that 

having mathematics A-level boosts earnings significantly in the UK.  

 

In a third strand of the literature the issue of curriculum breadth and its effect on the wages of 

males and females has been investigated. The hypothesis tested is that employers prefer workers 

with a broader curriculum, and hence reward them with a higher wage. Altonji (1995) finds that 

the return to additional academic courses, such as Maths, English, Science and Languages is 

small, especially when compared to the return to one additional year in high school. 

Furthermore, Dolton and Vignoles (2002) show that employers do not seem to reward 

individuals who take a broader curriculum at 16–19 more highly.  

 

The effect of school quality on the gender wage gap has also been analysed. Konstantopoulos 

and Constant (2005) use US data to examine its effect on the labour market performance of 

similarly aged individuals observed seven, eight, and fourteen years after high school 

graduation. School quality is measured by several proxies – the socio-economic composition of 

the school’s pupils, the percentage of pupils who proceed to college and the percentage of 

teachers with a degree. They show that the socio-economic composition of the school the pupil 

attended is important for the future wages of Whites and Hispanics, whereas the percent of 

teachers with graduate degrees is important for the wages of Black pupils. A further finding of 

interest is that the gender gap in hourly wages is larger in the middle and the upper tails of the 

distribution. Aralampulam, Booth & Bryan (2004) find similar effects for a cross-section of 

countries. 

 



In addition to the effects of education on the gender wage gap, other researchers have found that 

occupational segregation has a large effect (Mumford and Smith, 2004). The size of the wage 

gap also varies with workplace characteristics and region. Kunze (2005) uses data on German 

apprentices for the period 1975-90 to analyse the evolution of the gender wage gap for the first 

15 years in the labour market. The initial gap of 25% was due primarily to gender segregation in 

the occupation of the apprenticeship undertaken by males and females. Women tended to enter 

clerical or receptionist occupations, for instance, whereas males entered motor vehicle or 

electrical work where returns are higher. This occupational sorting had a persistent effect on the 

gender wage gap over the 15 year period.  

 
 
 
3. Data and Institutional Background 
 

 

In the UK, young people can leave formal education at the end of the academic year following 

their sixteenth birthday, and proceed to either post-compulsory full-time education or entry to 

the labour market.1 With the collapse of the youth labour market in Britain in the early 1980s, 

reflected by a dramatic fall in the transition from school to employment (see Andrews and 

Bradley, 1997), the Conservative government introduced the publicly-funded Youth Training 

Scheme (YTS). Initially, these schemes were essentially work experience programmes for 

unemployed youths and lasted only 12 months. However, since then, these schemes have been 

transformed, increasing the training content and evolving ultimately into Modern 

Apprenticeships (Bradley, 1995). During the period of this study, the youth labour market in 

Britain had a highly structured recruitment cycle, with most school leavers being absorbed into 

employment between July and September of the year in which they left school. It is worth 

noting that many employer apprenticeship training schemes and the ‘good’ Youth Training 

Schemes (YTS) commenced before the start of courses in post compulsory education. Other 

young people entered YTS programmes that had less formal training content or they became 

unemployed.   

 

The proportion of young people continuing their study in Further Education, typically 16-19 

year-olds, has increased dramatically over the period, with a sharp rise in 1990 (see Figure 2, 

                                                 
1 Johnson (2004) provides an overview of the funding and organisation of the current education and training system 
in the UK. 



Machin and Stevens, 2004). Those young people who did proceed to post compulsory education 

could study at a sixth form college (sometimes attached to their school), or attend a college of 

further education. In both cases, it was possible to pursue either an academic route (e.g. A -

levels) or a vocational route (e.g. business, engineering, etc.), the former route typically 

regarded as the stepping-stone to higher education. Clark, Conlon and Galindo-Rueda (2002) 

provide a decomposition of the factors that explain staying-on rates between 1981 and 2001, 

and the two most important factors are prior educational attainment and the unemployment rate. 

This research does not consider gender differences in staying-on rates, but girls do have a higher 

propensity to stay on (Rice, 2000). Machin and Stevens (2004) also show that there has been a 

dramatic rise in participation rates in HE, rising from 1 in 20 of the age group in 1960 to 1 in 3 

by 2000. They do not identify how this change in participation varies by gender.   

 
In this paper we analyse the Youth Cohort Surveys of England and Wales, Cohorts 2 to 10, 

which refer to 1986-2002. Each cohort comprises three sweeps: Sweep 1 is conducted in Year 

12 (when respondents are aged 16-17); Sweep 2 refers to Year 13 (aged 17-18) and Sweep 3 

refers to Year 14 (aged 18-19). There are some exceptions to this general design of the Survey 

insofar as YCS10 has only two sweeps, essentially omitting Sweep 2, and YCS3 and YCS8 

have a fourth sweep which cover individuals aged 24 and 21, respectively. For each sweep, the 

young person is asked to reflect back on the previous year in education and the labour market, 

reporting (in the first sweep) their experiences and achievements at school, and their personal 

and family characteristics. For young people proceeding to post-compulsory education, 

employer and government-funded training, the Survey also collects information on the type of 

course taken, whether or not the young person sits their exams and the grades they achieved. 

Another important feature of the YCS is that it records the post school destinations of all young 

people in each of 36 months since the completion of compulsory education.2  

 

We take March for each sweep as the point to identify the log of the real hourly wage, w, and 

post-school destination. Six post school destinations are identified, as follows:  

  

– U  Unemployment 

– E  Employment, with wage w; disaggregated into 

• Skilled (E1) 

• Unskilled (E2) 
                                                 
2 The YCS is known to have several problems with the diary information. See Bradley and Lenton, (2005). 



– Y  Government-sponsored training [SB: I deleted w] 

– F  Further education, disaggregated into 

• Academic (e.g. A-levels, conventional route to HE) (F1) 

• Vocational (F2) 
 
For individuals who stay on to further education (F1) we are also able to observe the A-level 

subjects studied and the grades that they achieve, but this can only be observed in Sweep 2. 

Similarly, since skills and qualifications can be acquired via a variety of routes (E, Y and F) we 

measure the highest level of qualification achieved at Sweep 2 and convert this to a NVQ-level. 

This is clearly a broader range of qualifications and is also measured at Sweep 2. 
 
 
 
4. Econometric methods 
 
 
The aim of our analysis, it will be recalled, is to see what effect, if any, the educational gender 

gap observed in compulsory schooling has on labour market outcomes and subsequent 

educational outcomes.  We model three such outcomes. 

 

The first of these is the log of the real hourly wage, w. Equation (1) describes the model that we 

estimate at each sweep and for each cohort (we omit individual, cohort and sweep subscripts for 

simplicity): 

 

 

            (1) 
ugygygxxw +++++= γβαββ '

 

where the vector x  = (xi, xr, xf, xs) distinguishes personal characteristics i, neighbourhood 

characteristics r, firm characteristics f and school characteristics s. The variable y refers to exam 

performance during compulsory schooling, to be defined below. We also include in Equation 

(1) a girl dummy, g. (See Table 1 for a full list of the covariates and their sample means for 

Sweep 1, YCS9 (1997) for illustration.) During compulsory schooling, a girl can either ‘pass’ 

her examinations, in which case her expected log hourly wage is given by:  

 

 

            (2) 
γβαββ ++++== )'(),1|( xpassgwE



 

or, she can fail, in which case the expected wage is given by:  

 

 

            (3) βββ ++== 1| xfailgE )'(),(w

 

Also of interest are two more wage gaps, namely the ‘passes gender gap’ and the ‘fails gender 

gap’, given by Equations 4 and 5: 

 

γββ ++==−==∆ '),0|(),1|( xpassgwEpassgwEp  

           (4) 

 

  ββ +==−==∆ '),0|(),1|( xfailgwEfailgwEf

           (5) 

 

Thus the ‘girls’ return’ is then given by g∆ : 

 

 γα +==−==∆ ),1|(),1|( failgwEpassgwEg
                   (6) 

Exactly the same argument gives the ‘boys’ return’: 

 

 α==−==∆ ),0|(),0|( failgwEpassgwEb
        (7)   

 

The ‘conditional gender gap’ (hereafter the gender gap), which is the difference-in-differentials, 

is then given by: 

 

 

                  (8) 
fpbg ∆−∆==∆−∆ γ

 

If γ>0, the return is higher for girls than for boys (on average), or, equivalently, the gender gap 

is positive. 



Recall that y is educational attainment at GCSE. We adopt two different measure for a ‘pass’ (y 

= 1).  These are either (a) 5+GCSE A*-C or (b) top half of the points score distribution.  

 

Wages can only be measured for those young people who are employed or in government 

sponsored training. More generally, we need to consider other labour-market outcomes, namely 

continuing education and unemployment.3  Hence, we model the post-school destination of each 

individual, where the six destinations were defined in Section 3, again at each sweep and for 

each cohort. Specifically, we estimate a multinomial logit model, given: 

 

,5,...1),(log 0 =−= jx
P
P

j
o

j ββ  

            (9) 

 

where j indexes the six post school destinations. Pj is the probability of observing an individual 

in the jth destination with characteristics x. The maximum likelihood estimates of jβ  are 

difficult to interpret, and so we adopt standard practice and report marginal effects. Note that the 

specification of the x vector is identical to that in Equation (1) above.  For each destination we 

use the marginal effects to calculate the gender gaps and returns given by Equations (4) to (8). 

However, because the parameter of interest in Equation (1) is on the interaction term between y 

and g, when we apply the same specification to Equation (9), there is a problem.  Interaction 

terms in non-linear models are almost always incorrectly interpreted (as noted by Norton, Wang 

and Ai, 2004), and so we follow the approach suggested by Norton et al (2004) in computing 

the ‘correct double difference’. 

 

Finally, we seek to address the question of whether boys catch up with girls in terms of 

educational performance. To test this hypothesis, we construct two measures of post-school 

educational performance. The first of these measures is a broad one, insofar as it refers to any 

type of vocational or academic qualification obtained via any route (i.e. continued education, 

publicly-funded training or employer-provided training), as suggested above. Given the 

difficulty of comparing the plethora of qualifications, we convert them to a common metric, the 

National Vocational Qualification level. Appendix A reports the conversion adopted. In our 

                                                 
3 Note that in our wage regressions we focus solely on young people in employment since wages for those in 
government-sponsored youth training are set by government and are in general equal for boys and girls.   



data, young people can either obtain an NVQ level 1 (qualifications equivalent to less than 5 + 

GCSE A-C), NVQ level 2 (qualifications equivalent to 5+ GCSE A-C) or an NVQ level 3 (A -

level or equivalent). We estimate another multinomial logit model, again following Equation 

(9), where j now indexes the NVQ levels. It is not possible, however, to compute the gender 

gaps and returns specified in Equations (4) to (8). This is because students who ‘fail’ at one 

educational level cannot proceed to the next level i.e. to proceed to NVQ 3 the student must 

achieve NVQ level 2. We therefore compute the following NVQ gap: 

, where j indexes the three NVQ levels. )0|()1|( =−==∆ gjEgjEN

 

The second measure of post-school educational performance that we construct is narrower. It 

refers only to those young people who follow the academic route into Further Education (F1) 

and take A-level qualifications. The rationale for focusing upon this particular group is that A 

levels are still the main route to higher education, and it is often claimed that boys actually do 

better at A level than girls. We estimate models of the number of A-levels achieved, using a 

standard binary logit model, and models for the points score achieved, using an OLS model. 

Since it is not possible to proceed to A-level study unless the young person has 5 or more 

GCSEs graded A*-C, we estimate the following A-level gap: )0|()1|( =−==∆ gzEgzEA , 

where z refers to either the possession of 2 or more A-levels or the points score. 

 
 
5. Results 
 

5.1 The educational gender gap and the gender wage gap 

 

We investigate gender differences in real hourly wages, observed at three points in the young 

person’s career: at the ages of 17, 18 and 19. Table 2 reports the estimates from the wage 

regressions, which are also plotted in Figures 1–3. Notice that the sample sizes for each cohort 

increase as we move from Sweep 1 to Sweep 3, reflecting the gradual absorption of young 

people into employment from the other labour market states.4

 

The passes gender gap suggests that boys have higher real hourly wages than girls, although 

there is some variation over time and by age. For 17 year olds, the passes gender gap, p∆  

                                                 
4 This masks the attrition from the YCS survey which is considerable, especially between sweeps 1 and 2. Bradley 
and Lenton (2005) show that attrition is more severe for those who enter the labour market in sweep 1. This implies 
that the increase in sample size reflects the absorption of young people from states F1 and F2 into E. 



Equation (4), favours boys from 1998 onwards, whereas for older youths in later cohorts 

(YCS9-YCS11), there is a decline in the wage advantage for boys who pass their GCSEs. The 

reverse seems to happen for boys and girls who fail. The fails gender gap,  Equation (5), 

shows that boys always have higher hourly wages, regardless of time and age. In fact, this wage 

gap tends to rise with age and has increased over time, suggesting that the youth labour market 

for failing boys is buoyant. These trends may reflect the decline of relatively highly paid 

employer-provided apprenticeships in the 1980s and early 1990s, which were typically entered 

by ‘less’ qualified boys. As employers switched to using government subsidised youth training, 

which took between 1 and 2 years to complete, this would have the effect of compressing male 

wages, but once the training was complete and employers were forced to pay the going rate for 

the job (i.e. at ages 18 and 19) then the male wage advantage would re-appear, as column 7 

suggests. 

f∆

 

The girls’ return, Equation (6), with respect to real hourly wages is positive over time and 

for all age groups, whereas for boys,  Equation (7), these are sometimes negative, especially 

at older ages. The returns for younger girls (age 17) are only significant up to 1994, whereas for 

boys they are significant throughout the period, except for the blip in 1996. In general, as girls 

get older their returns exceed those of boys. Thus, there is clear evidence that girls who pass 

their GCSEs receive higher wage returns when compared to their counterparts who fail. 

g∆

b∆

 

The gender gap, γ  Equation (8), shows that the wage returns to better-educated girls are almost 

always higher than the returns to better-educated boys, especially as they get older and over 

time i.e. from 1994 onwards. For instance, compare the point estimates for cohort 2 (i.e. YCS2) 

which are constant at around 0.05 for Sweeps 1 to 3, whereas for cohort 9 (YCS9) there is a 

male advantage in Sweep 1 which converts to a female advantage by Sweep 3.5 There is also 

some limited evidence for cohorts 3 and 8 that this advantage persists into the early part of 

adulthood. These findings suggest that the improvement in girls’ GCSE exam performance is 

beginning to pay off in terms of higher wages. Furthermore, for most cohorts and sweeps the 

inclusion of covariates has very little effect on the differential. 

 

 

                                                 
5 It is also worth noting that the point estimates in column 9, although not always statistically significant, are 
nevertheless quite large. 



5.2. The educational gender gap and gender differences in post-school destinations 

 

The methodology adopted for wages is repeated with respect to post-school destinations, except 

that real hourly wages are replaced by differences in the probability of being in a particular post-

school destination. Recall that young people are categorised into one of six states: 

unemployment, skilled employment, unskilled employment, youth training, vocational further 

education and academic further education. Tables 3 to 7 report our findings.  

 

The passes gender gap, p∆ , with respect to post-school destinations shows that girls are more 

likely to enter vocational further education or unskilled employment (see Table 3). The gap with 

respect to unskilled employment fluctuates over time, perhaps due to the business cycle, and 

also rises with age. These two outcomes are offset by a lower probability of staying on for 

academic FE and skilled employment, which at first glance is surprising. A similar pattern 

emerges with respect to the ‘fails gender gap’, f∆ , (Table 4), although there is less of an age 

effect. Thus, young people who fail to achieve 5 or more GCSEs grades A*-C are less likely to 

undertake academic FE, especially by Sweep 2 and more likely to be in vocational FE or 

unskilled employment. The probability of entering unskilled employment also increases as those 

young people who have failed get older, which is a surprising finding given that some of these 

young people will have moved from vocational FE and Youth training into those states. 

 

The findings with respect to the pass and fail gaps mask considerable gender differences. The 

girls’ return, , (Table 5) shows that there is an advantage to passing GCSEs insofar as they 

have a higher probability of entering academic further education than equivalent girls who fail. 

This return swamps that from all other post-school destinations. Moreover, the returns to 

academic further education and vocational further education are equal and opposite in sign, and 

have been increasing through time. The same story emerges with respect to the boys’ 

return, , (see Table 6). Thus, improvements in GCSE performance have had a positive effect 

for both boys and girls. 

g∆

b∆

 

Furthermore, the gender gap, γ , (see Table 7) suggests that it is high performing girls who are 

increasingly likely to stay on for academic further education, which is what one might expect in 

view of their superior performance in the GCSE exams. 



 

By Sweep 3 many young people, though by no means all, will have left the further education 

system and either entered university or the labour market.6 Of particular interest is whether 

girls’ superior performance in GCSEs translates into a higher probability of progressing to HE. 

There is little evidence to support this hypothesis in this data. 

  

 

5.3 The educational gender gap and catch up 

 

Although boys have inferior educational performance in compulsory schooling, it has been 

claimed that this disadvantage is overturned at later stages in the educational process, for 

instance in A-level examinations.7 In effect, boys catch up with girls. We examine this 

hypothesis by looking at two measures of success at A-level, the first of which refers to the 

number of passes achieved, and the second refers to the total points score in all A-level 

subjects.8 Table 8 shows that there is no statistically significant gender difference with respect 

to the number of A-level passes, which could be because this is too crude a measure of exam 

performance, where an A grade is treated as equivalent to an E grade. The points score measure 

is therefore preferable. This shows that the educational gender gap in A-level exams changes 

from -1.0 of a grade in favour of boys to 0.4 of a grade in favour of girls by 1999. This suggests 

that over time boys have been slipping further behind girls in their A-level performance, and 

that the A-level gap now mirrors the educational gender gap identified at GCSE. 

 

We argue, however, that focusing upon the educational gender gap in A-levels is itself too 

narrow a view, given the wide range of vocational qualifications that young people can obtain 

through further education, employment and government-sponsored youth training programmes. 

As suggested earlier, it is necessary to convert all academic and vocational qualifications to a 

common metric, in our case the NVQ level. Table 9 shows the estimates of the NVQ gaps. It is 

clear that girls are performing better than boys, especially with respect to NVQ levels 2 to 3. 

                                                 
6 Approximately 75% of those young people observed in category F1 are actually in HE by sweep 3. F2 still refers 
to vocational Further Education. 
7 Up until 2003 students took no more than four A-level subjects between the ages of 16/17 to 18/19, which gave 
rise to the criticism that young people exiting the education system at this stage were too narrowly focused in their 
knowledge. As a result the A-level system was reformed so that students take 5 AS-levels in year 1 and 4 A2-levels 
in year two.  
8 A levels are graded A-E and for our purposes a grade A is equivalent to 5 points and a grade E is equivalent to 1 
point.  



Girls are increasingly likely to obtain NVQ level 3 qualifications, which is unsurprising in the 

sense that they can build upon their superior school performance.   

 

Thus, the educational advantage that girls have on leaving compulsory schooling is reinforced in 

their early years in the labour market and during further education. 

 
 
6. Conclusions 
 
 

In this paper, we investigate whether the superior performance of girls in exams during 

compulsory schooling, discussed in detail in Andrews et al (2004), has translated into superior 

performance in the labour market. We look at several outcomes, such as wage returns, post-

school destinations and post FE destinations. In addition, our research has also investigated 

whether boys catch up with girls in terms of educational attainment at later stages of their 

education, including that provided by employers in the forming of work-related training. To 

investigate these issues, we analyse the Youth Cohort Survey for England and Wales for the 

period 1986 to 2002. This was a period during which there were many reforms to compulsory 

and post-compulsory education, and there were substantial changes in the youth labour market. 

 

Our results are tentative, because, from an econometric point of view, there are a number of 

technical issues that need to be resolved. In particular, we have made no allowance for non-

random selection into post-school destinations or the problem of survey attrition. 

 

Our findings suggest that the superior performance of girls in GCSE exams taken during 

compulsory schooling are beginning to pay off, insofar as in their early labour market careers 

there are positive wage returns to girls with better education. A question that we cannot address 

with these data is whether this advantage persists into adulthood, though there is considerable 

evidence based on the adult population that this female advantage is reversed at some stage in 

the adult labour market. A further key finding is that better educated girls are more likely to stay 

on for further education after completing compulsory schooling, especially for academic 

courses, such as A-levels.  Finally, although boys did experience some catch up with respect to 

A-level performance in the early time period, towards the end of the period girls were again out-

performing boys in A-levels, and also with respect to NVQs acquired via work-based training. 

These findings support the view that the educational advantage of girls which starts in 



compulsory schooling is cumulative. However, there is no convincing evidence from our data 

that girls are more likely to enter higher education. 

 
Although this research has offered many new insights into the early labour market performance 

of girls and boys, and in particular the gender differences in performance, there are clearly many 

questions left unresolved. The big question is when does the gender differential turn in favour of 

boys and how does this vary by the different cohorts of young people exiting the education 

system? There is also a need to investigate further what aspects of educational gender gap drive 

the positive wage returns to girls. Is it that employers reward girls because of their superior 

performance across a range of GCSE subjects (i.e. curriculum breadth), or is it better 

performance in Maths or English which is more important. Furthermore, we have ignored the 

effect of subsequent exam performance on wages: what is the marginal benefit to GCSE versus 

A-level? Finally, has there been any change in subject choice at university? Are girls as a result 

of their improved GCSE performance more likely to choose degree subjects that lead to more 

highly paid jobs?  
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Appendix A Conversion of academic and vocational qualifications to NVQs 
 
NVQ level 5 
 
 1. higher degree 
 
NVQ level 4 
 
 2. degree 
 3. diploma 
 4. teacher training 
 5. hnd/hnc 
 6. btec higher/level 4 
 7. rsa higher/level 4 
 8. nvq level 4 
 
NVQ level 3 
 
9. a-level, 2+ 
10. as-level, 4+ 
11. ond/onc 
12. gnvq advanced 
13. btec national/level 3 
14. rsa advanced/level 3 
15. c&g part 4 
16. nvq level 3 
 
NVQ level 2 
 
17. a-level, 1 
18. as-level, 2 or 3 
19. gcse, 5+ a-c 
20. gnvq intermediate 
21. btec diploma/level 2 
22. rsa diploma/level 2 
23. c&g part 3 
24. other advanced professional/vocational qualifications 
25. nvq level 2 
 
NVQ level 1 
 
26. as-level, 1 
27. gcse, 1-4 a-c, 1+ d-g 
28. gnvq foundation 
29. gnvq unknown 
30. btec certificate/level 1 
31. btec multilevel/unknown 
32. rsa certificate/level 1 
33. rsa multilevel/unknown 
34. c&g part 2 



35. c&g part 1 
36. c&g multilevel/unknown 
37. other non-advanced professional/vocational qualifications 
38. other unknown professional/vocational qualifications 
39. nvq level 1 
40. nvq unknown 
41. cpve 
42. tvei 
43. rsa vocational preparation/basic clerical procedures 
44. city and guilds foundation/vocational preparation general 
45. regional examining bodies 
 
"gcse" = gcse/16+/o-level/cse/cee 
"as-level" = as-level/oa-level/ao-level 
"a-level" = a-level/s-level/international baccalaureate 


