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Taking	a	gap	year	–	consequences	and	justifications	
Lars Ulriksen, Lene Møller Madsen, Henriette T. Holmegaard, Department of Science Education, 
University of Copenhagen, Denmark. (Contact: ulriksen@ind.ku.dk) 

Background	
When educational systems are draw n with boxes and timelines they tend to show a continuous 
trajectory from the child enters primary school until the student leaves higher education. This 
unbroken movement through the system is, however, not always the way it happens in the real 
world. For quite a few students there are discontinuities, detours and hesitations along the way. 
Some of these discontinuities occur at particular points of transition during the trajectory through 
the system. In a Danish context, one such point is the transition from lower secondary to upper 
secondary school at the age of 15 or 16. A second point is the transition from upper secondary 
school to higher education.  

In the international literature, the latter is called a ‘gap year’. In Danish it is often called a 
‘sabbatical year’ (sabbatår) or simply a ‘break’ or a ‘year’s pause’ (pauseår). While the English 
expression highlights the distance between the two steps of the educational trajectory (is it even a 
dangerous gap that may engulf the student?!?), the Danish expressions rather emphasise that it is an 
intermission, that there is a clear intention of moving on, but that the student stops temporarily.  

In Denmark, three of four students entering a bachelor programme at a Danish university in 2014 
had taken at least one gap year. One in five of the entrants had taken three years or more (Ministry 
of Higher Education and Science (Uddannelses- og Forskningsministeriet), 2014). This is an issue 
of political concern – as is in general the pace of Danish students’ progression through higher 
education – and during the past decade different measures have been introduced to increase the 
number of students entering higher education immediately after completing upper-secondary 
school.  

In December 2013, the Minister of Higher Education and Science in a speech to the Parliament 
revealed some of the politicians’ understanding concerning why students take a gap year. The 
context was a proposition from one party in the opposition (Enhedslisten, a left-wing party) to 
abolish a rule that favours students who enter higher education not later than two years after 
completing upper-secondary school in the competition for study places. The minister said:  

As it is, I believe that up to 2 years should be sufficient for far the most of the applicants [to higher education] to 
find out what they wish to study. In the present situation, it is still possible to achieve insight and knowledge 
through other things than books and schooling, and I would like to emphasise that insight and life experiences can 
be obtained during the study as well, for instance, by doing some of the studying abroad (B 22  Forslag til 
folketingsbeslutning om afskaffelse af bonus ved tidlig studiestart, 2012)  

From the Minister’s point of view, the students delay their entry to find out, or clarify, what they 
wish to do, or because they wish to ‘gain insight and knowledge’ by out-of-school experiences. The 
Minister (and the political majority) conversely wants the students to graduate at a younger age for 
the benefit of the labour market, the public finances and the graduates’ own life income. In the 
speech, the Minister further stated that he was ‘aware of the studies showing that the drop-out risk 
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for students who have taken a gap year may be lower’, but that there was no difference between 
students who took two or four gap years. Further, he posited that apart from students in the 
humanities ‘we find no statistically significant relation between gap years and drop-out risk’.  

In this paper we will address these two aspects of the gap-year practice of Danish students, with a 
particular focus on students in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM). It does 
so in two different ways – one quantitative and one qualitative. The paper explores two research 
questions: 

1. Does taking a gap year affect the risk of not completing a STEM higher education 
programme? 

2. What are the reasons for students taking a gap year? 

Theoretical	approach	
The sabbatical year, the pause, even the gap year – all these labels implies that the gap year should 
be seen in relation to something coming before and after. This something is the educational 
trajectory. The timing of this particular gap between upper-secondary school and higher education 
further means that the gap year should be seen in relation to this transition and not least the choice 
of which higher education programme to enter.  

Non‐completion	at	STEM	higher‐education	
The research on student non-completion in higher education is extensive. A review of research 
addressing students not completing STEM higher education programmes concluded that there is not 
one single (or simple) explanation for why students complete or leave the STEM higher education 
they have entered (Ulriksen, Madsen, & Holmegaard, 2010). Further, it pointed out that the 
increasing interest in issues related to the students’ identity work during their first year at university 
appeared a promising approach in order to understand why some students leave while others stay. 
This directs the attention to the students’ institutional experiences and their academic and social 
integration (Tinto, 1993).  

Still, a substantial part of the research focusses on what in Tinto’s model is labelled ‘pre-entry 
attributes’ and adopts a quantitative approach to the analysis. In a review of European studies of the 
dropout phenomenon, the Danish Clearinghouse for Educational Research notes that the most 
frequently used approaches were large-scaly quantitative analyses and the three most frequently 
examined categories examined all ‘contain factors which are found outside the university setting’ 
(Larsen, Kornbeck, Kristensen, Larsen, & Sommersel, 2013, p. 57). 

The first part of this paper follows in this tradition focusing on the pre-entry attribute of the 
students, in this case whether they have taken a gap year or not. It does so with the explicit 
awareness of this being an insufficient approach in terms of understanding student non-completion. 
Also, in this paper we do not distinguish between transition to another programme or dropping out 
of higher education all together (cf. (Hovdhaugen, 2009)). However, most of the student leaving a 
STEM programme enter another higher education programme, but quite a few change from STEM 
to another field of study (Ulriksen, Madsen, & Holmegaard, 2015). In the present analysis we only 
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claim to say something about whether there can be found a statistically significant relation between 
taking a gap year and the students’ risk of not completing the first STEM study they have entered. 
The ambition is mainly a descriptive one: Is there an effect of gap years on retention or non-
completion? 

The	approach	to	understanding	the	reasons	for	taking	a	gap	year	
In a previous study we found that choice of higher education should be seen as a process of 
continuous negotiations and as a process that does not necessarily end once the choice has been 
made and the student has entered the chosen programme (Henriette Tolstrup Holmegaard, Ulriksen, 
& Madsen, 2014). The process of choice, therefore, is also a process of constructing a narrative 
about the trajectory and the choice that can make sense to both the student her- or himself and to the 
social environment like, for instance, peers, family, the disciplinary culture of the programme 
(Henriette Tolstrup Holmegaard, Ulriksen, & Madsen, 2015).  

Therefore, we adopt a narrative approach to understanding the students’ decisions about whether to 
take a gap year or not. One approach is adopted from narrative psychology where identity is seen as 
something that is constructed over time and in an interrelation with the socio-cultural context of the 
narrative and the identity (Bruner, 2004; Polkinghorne, 1988). The different narrative approaches to 
the understanding of identity varies immensely and range from positions where the socio-cultural 
surroundings are seen to be of paramount importance to positions where the individual’s 
construction of the narrative is strongly emphasised (Smith & Sparkes, 2008).  

We position ourselves somewhere in the middle where we consider the individual to possess an 
opportunity to shape, interpret and construct an identity and sense of self by arranging the resources 
available in the context. Identities, therefore, are not entirely stable, just as they are not entities 
existing within the individual. However, we also posit that there is some continuity in the 
individual’s constructions. This continuity is based on previous experiences and the way these 
experiences have been interpreted and integrated into the individual’s self-narrative. Finally, the 
social structures are shaping what opportunities are available. These structures present themselves 
as culture and power, but also as institutional frameworks that make some narratives viable, but 
more or less exclude others. Identity, as pointed out by Shanahan (Shanahan, 2009), also has a part 
relating to social structure.  

Identity formation and educational trajectories are also influenced by the social context at an even 
more general level. The changes in the Western, industrialised countries in the past decades have 
also changed the conditions for young people’s socialisation and identity formation, although in an 
ambiguous way. The life course is on the one hand more open and untied from traditional patterns 
and expectations (Ziehe, 1991), and, on the other, the life course appears more institutionalised then 
ever (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). This means that individuals need to cope with more open 
and uncertain conditions for the life course and the choices that have to be made, but they need to 
do it in a way that at the same time maintains an impression of individual choice and comply with 
the institutional conditions and expectations.  
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Consequentially, ‘biographizity’ becomes a core competence, that is, the competence of an 
individual to be able to use the individual’s biographical resources to make sense of the different 
kinds of knowledge she or he encounters (Alheit, 1990). The biographizity refers to the ability to 
construct this sense and to be able to use resources in the biographical narrative to do just this. An 
aspect of the social framing of the construction of the narrative is the ‘normal biography’. The 
indiviual’s interpretation and construction of a coherent narrative will also relate to  

‘the life courses of others in my social environment, with explicit and implicit knowledge, what “in general” is to be 
expected of a life as mine, what can be achieved, where I should expect obstructions that can be overcome and 
where to expect borders that cannot be defeated’ (Dausien, 1996, p. 14 [our translation])’ 

This means that the students are in a situation where they have to construct a coherent narrative of 
themselves, of who they are, where they are heading, of what is the meaningful relation between 
where they are going and what they have done previously, and how this makes sense in relation to 
what they experience in present and the options they have in that particular context. Further, the 
students have to relate this narrative to the normal biography of somebody like themselves. 
Naturally, one narrative could be that of making dramatic changes or of non-compliance, but then 
they need to be able to make those positions recognisable to the surroundings.  

When students consider whether to take a gap year or not they have to engage in this kind of 
constructions of narratives and biography. This will be the focus of the analysis of this second part 
of the paper. 

Methods	
The paper is a part of a larger study that was carried out within an EU funded FP7 project called 
IRIS (Interests and Recruitment in Science Education) that was carried out in five countries 
(Henriksen, Dillon, & Ryder, 2015).  

The first, shorter, part of the paper presents a quantitative analysis of register data covering all 
students who in the period 1995-2009 completed upper-secondary school (gymnasiet) in Denmark 
and entered a STEM HE programme. The data was retrieved from Statistics Denmark. Some of the 
data was originally reported to by Danish educational institutions and was then linked to other 
registers in Statistics Denmark. The analysis in itself was carried out by the statistical office of the 
Danish Ministry of Education, UNI-Ci.  

The students were divided into three cohorts according to their year of graduation from upper-
secondary school: 1995-1999, 2000-2004 and 2005-2009. This means, that when we refer to a year 
this is the year of completing upper-secondary school and not the year of entrance at higher 
education (which is used as year of reference in most studies). The basic sample of all students 
completing one of the four types of upper-secondary school in the 15 years period was 464,607 (cf. 
table 1).  
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Sex 

Year of completing upper-secondary school (grouped) 

1995-1999 2000-2004 2005-2009 Total 

Number % Number % Number % Number %

Men 67,142 41.6 59,627 41.8 68,427 42.6 195,196 42,0

Women 94,140 58.4 83,057 58.2 92,214 57.4 269,411 58,0

Total 161,282 100.0 142,684 100.0 160,641 100.0 464,607 100,0

Entering 
STEM 24,966 15,5 22,993 16,1 18,343 11,4

66,302 14,3

Table 1 Number of students in the three cohorts, the distribution according to sex and the number of students entering a STEM 
higher education programme of all completing a higher education programme 

It should be noted that the calculated percentage of students entering a STEM higher education 
programme is based on all completing upper-secondary school. Since not all graduates enter a 
higher education programme this percentage is not necessarily the same as the share of higher-
education entrants who enter a STEM programme. Secondly, since a large proportion of the 
students take a gap year some of the graduates in the youngest cohort have not yet decided to enter. 
Therefore, the number of students entering a STEM education is underestimated for this cohort. 

The educational data on the students included: 

 The specialisation (or line) of gymnasium (general (stx), commercial (hhx), technical (htx) o
r higher preparatory (hf))  

 Grade-point average (GPA) for upper-secondary school    

 Number of gap years in total  

 Number of years spent at another higher-education programme before entering the first 
STEM programme. 

The background variables were: 

 Sex1  

 Origin (Danish, Immigrant, Descendant (i.e. a person born in Denmark whose parents are eit
her immigrants or descendants with foreign citizenship)) 

 Highest acquired education of the parents when the student was 13 years old 

 Urbanisation (type of municipality) 

The educational trajectories of the students were then followed from their year of graduation from 
upper-secondary school and until 2009. They were followed until their first entry at STEM higher 
education or until the end of the period. That is, we have not looked at what happens if the student 
entered a second STEM education after having completed the first. Further, the students were 
followed the first three years at the higher-education programme they entered.  

                                                 
1 The statistics register the biological sex. Since we have no access to the social and cultural interpretations and shaping 
of gender we use the phrase ‘sex’ in the quantitative analysis. 
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In this paper, we focus on the results concerning the gap years. For an analysis of recruitment and 
non-completion in a gender perspective and of where students go after they have left a higher-
education programme, see (Ulriksen et al., 2015) 

The opt-out rate within the first three years was calculated, and the relative risk of non-completion 
was estimated for the number of gap years taken applying univariate and multivariate Cox analyses.  
In the multivariate analyses the interactions between sex and ethnicity, between sex and parents’ 
highest education, between sex and GPA from uppers-secondary school and between sex and type 
of upper-secondary school was included. The analysis was conducted within each of the three 
cohorts. In this paper we only include the results from the first and second cohort. The estimates for 
the third and youngest cohort is too flawed because of the delayed entrance by so many students 
which means that the students completing upper-secondary school from 2005 to 2009 will not have 
had sufficient time to both enter and perhaps leave a higher education programme. The estimates 
will therefore be lower without necessarily reflecting a factual change in the completion pattern. In 
this paper we only report the results from the multivariate analysis where the interaction with sex, 
ethnicity etc. was included. 

The second, longer, part of the paper presents a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of 
qualitative, semi-structured interviews with 38 students. The interviews were made a few months 
before leaving upper-secondary school. Of these, nine were interviewed during their gap years, and 
eight were subsequently interviewed during first year at a STEM university programme. The 
present analysis focusses on the reason expressed by students at the end of upper-secondary school. 
Subsequent interviews will only be included in the analysis to a limited extent.   

For the selection of the sample of students, we approached six third year upper-secondary school 
classes, four in the general (stx) and two in the technical (htx) type. The four stx classes all had 
mathematics and at least one science subject at A-level to increase the possibility of the students 
entering a STEM higher education after completion. Since some of the students were to be followed 
for two years after graduation from upper-secondary school, all six schools were out of convenience 
situated at Zealand, including Copenhagen.  

In March 2009 in total 134 students completed a survey which, inter alia, contained questions about 
the students’ favourite subjects and about their thoughts about what to do after having completed 
upper-secondary school.  Based on the surveys 38 students were selected for qualitative, narrative 
interviews – 19 individual and 19 in groups. Of the interviewees, 19 were female and 19 were male. 
(For further details on the selection process, the interview process and the transcripts, see Henriette 
T. Holmegaard (2012).) 

The thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke (2006) includes a first step where you 
familiarise yourself with the data. Since the interviews have been analysed previously with a focus 
on the process of choosing higher education (Henriette Tolstrup Holmegaard, Ulriksen, et al., 
2014), on the decision to choose a STEM programme or not (Henriette Tolstrup Holmegaard, 
Madsen, & Ulriksen, 2014b) and on the transition to higher education (Henriette Tolstrup 
Holmegaard, Madsen, & Ulriksen, 2014a), the familiarising phase was not relevant in this case. 
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Please note, that the results from the qualitative analysis are preliminary. 

Results	

Results	of	the	quantitative	analysis	
The register analysis shows that students in STEM higher education taking a gap year have a 
reduced risk of dropping out within the first three years compared to students entering without a gap 
year as can be seen in figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1 Non-completion rates (percentage) within the first three years of students entering a STEM higher education 
programme depending on the number of gap years 

 

As can be seen, the drop-out rate for students entering without any gap year is the highest in both 
cohorts. It also shows that the non-completion rate has decreased from the first to the second cohort, 
and that in the first cohort the non-completion rate for students taking two gap years is higher than 
for students taking only one, but then the rate continues to fall. It should be noted that in the first 
cohort 69 % of the students entering a STEM higher education do so after two years or earlier, 
while in the second cohort this has risen to 76 % of the students. In both cohorts, 10 % entered after 
three years and 21 % (first cohort) and 14 % (second cohort) after 4 or more years.  
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This means that even before the changes that should encourage students to enter quicker there had 
been a change in precisely that direction. Still, in the youngest cohort more than one of eight 
students had four gap years or more. This, on the other hand, did apparently not make them more 
vulnerable to leaving the programme before completion. A possible explanation for this could be 
that while very few of the students entering after one or two gap years have attended another higher 
education before entering their first STEM programme, this was more common among students 
entering after three years or later. Of the students in the first cohort entering after two years, 4 % 
have attended another programme, while this was the case for 18 % of students entering three years 
and 38 % four years after completing high school. For students in the second cohort even more of 
the students taking one or more gap years had attended another programme before entering their 
first STEM programme. 

The estimation of the relative risk of non-completion confirmed this picture. In table 2 we present 
the results of the multivariate analysis of the hazard ratio for students depending on the number of 
gap years. The reference person is entering the STEM programme without any gap year, and 
numbers below 1 indicate that the relative risk of the person with, for instance, one gap year is 
reduced compared to the reference person. In the third cohort only students who completed upper-
secondary school until 2007 was included to give sufficient time for the students to both enter and 
leave the programme. Still, the figures for this cohort should be interpreted with the outmost 
caution. 

 Estimated relative risk
Number of gap years 1995-1999 (cohort 1) 2000-2004 (cohort 2) 2005-2007 (cohort 3) 
1 0,909* 0,881*** 0,810*** 
2 0,913* 0,776*** 0,789*** 
3 0.755*** 0.747*** 0,600*** 
4 0.678*** 0.673*** Not applicable 
5+ 0.561*** 0.575*** Not applicable 

Table 2 Results of the multivariate Cox analysis of the relative risk of leaving the first STEM programme entered within the 
first three years. The reference person had 0 gap years (* = p < 0,05; *** = p < 0,01) 

It can be seen in table 2 that there is a significant reduced relative risk for students taking one or 
more gap years compared to the reference person. Again, the relative risk decreases as the number 
of gap years increase, but this should be seen in relation to what students have been doing in that 
period. Interestingly enough, the impact on the relative risk in cohorts two and three is stronger than 
in cohort one. This suggests, that it has become less of a good idea to enter immediately after upper-
secondary school graduation.  

In other words, when the Minister told the Parliament that there was no significant difference except 
in the humanities, this cannot be substantiated by our analysis. 

Results	of	the	qualitative	analysis	
In the analysis of the interviews, we found four different reasons given for taking a gap year. After 
having presented these four reasons we present some of the ambivalences that can be found among 
the students across the four groups.   
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1. To get new and different experiences – for instance, to inform their future choice 

The first reason was to get new experiences in addition to what the students had experienced 
through 12-13 years of schooling. One female student said:  

“And what I wish to get out of that year, and it’s pretty much this about meeting new people, getting new 
challenges. Of course. But also about getting some impressions from others about what I really want to do. Because, 
I think when you see the same people you don’t get any new ideas” (Freja2) 

The students crave for entering new contexts where they get the opportunity to do something 
different, to challenge themselves in new ways. It is about seeing something else than an 
educational institution, often either travelling, attending a folk high school or getting a job among 
other people than those you meet in upper-secondary school. For some students this is mainly a part 
of a formation project – a ‘dannelsesprojekt’ or ‘Bildung’. The students wish to become more full 
individuals. 

As the quotation from the interview with Freja shows, this can be combined with a wish to be 
challenge about what counts as self-evident or obvious. Freja’s wish to see new people to get new 
ideas can be seen as an effort to challenge the normal biography by expanding the environment that 
defines the normal.  Adding other acquaintances to the peers from school and to her family, Freja 
consciously look for an opportunity to open her mind to other ideas than what has been counting as 
normal. It is a way of trying to take ownership of the formation of the future and the choice of 
education and to force herself to reflect.  

This reason for taking a gap year, therefore, is both an individual project of identity formation and 
an attempt to qualify her choice of her educational path.  

2. To get time for reflecting on what to do – to make the right choice and avoid making mistakes 
and wasting time  

The second reason more explicitly is related to the need to gain additional time before the choice of 
study is to be made. Students expressing this as their reason for taking a gap year are either clueless 
about what to study or they are in serious doubts about what to choose. They are – so to speak – not 
in two minds: They are in several minds! They are students who have not found any clear interest or 
direction during their three years in upper-secondary school. One of the students put it like this: 

I kind of count on that I get wiser with age or something. I mean, there’s a reason for my going travelling, there’s a 
reason for joining the army. It’s this break, about finding oneself (Louise) 

This student had planned that she during her gap year would travel for some months in the autumn. 
After that she would join the army in a four month’s regular service in the spring. These activities 
could be found in the group of students stating the first reason, but for students like Louise it is less 
of an active formation process. Rather, it expresses a hope that in due time the right choice will 
present itself to them. It is an idea that the decision exists within them and simply needs to mature 

                                                 
2 All names of the students are pseudonyms. All interviews were in Danish. The quotes have been translated by the 
authors of this paper 
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before it can be appreciated by the student. ‘Finding oneself’ in this understanding is in one sense a 
formation process, but it also suggests that the self is there to be found. 

Another aspect of considering a gap year is the fear of making the wrong choice. This is expressed 
by Filip (who, as it were, ended up deciding on what to study and entering higher education without 
taking a gap year):  

If I don’t stop having doubts, if I cannot figure out which (programme) to enter, then I have to take a gap year. It’s 
too bad to enter the wrong programme, right? (Filip) 

The importance of making the right choice is linked to a wish not to waste time. The gap year, in 
this approach, is a delay in order to save time. Making the right choice reflects a rational concern of 
time budgeting. It also, at least for some students, reflects a concern about finding the right match, 
about finding the choice that is right for the ‘oneself’ one finds.  

Within this reason for taking a gap year, the students are taking the choice of study so seriously that 
do not wish to simply jump into it. At the same time, the previous years of schooling have not 
offered them a clear interest or it has left them with different interests they find it difficult to choose 
between. Hence, this reason is a serious and rational forward-looking reason. 

3. To get away!  

The third reason is looking less forward. It reflects more of an reaction to many years of previous 
schooling and the expectations and requirements the students have experienced during those years – 
not least during upper-secondary school. The students wish to get away from the pressure, from the 
schedules, from the assignments, from the expectations (both their own and those of other’s). One 
student put it this way: 

To get away from everything. I have taken the straight way through the system, so I would like to get a little bit 
away from it all […] I just think I would like to get away from all this. All the expectations – not from my parents, 
but from the society in general (Amalie) 

When reading or listening to a quote like this there is a flavour of the student having a sense of 
having been in a rat race for quite a while and simply wishing to get out. The quote reflects a sense 
of being the object of the educational trajectory and filling in the spots that is designed by others. It 
expresses the longing for a haven where the student is away from all the good ideas others might 
have concerning what she or he ought to do and when.  

This reason, therefore, have similarities with the formation aspect that was also found in the 
previous two reasons. The sense of pressure from ‘all the expectations […] from the society in 
general’ makes the students wish to take time off. This further suggests that the formation project 
embedded in this reason for taking a gap year is more defensive than the first and less forward-
looking than the second. It is a reaction to an impression, but with no clear direction or aim. It is 
taking the gap year as an escape route. 

4. ‘School fatigue’ or ‘education fatigue’ 
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The fourth reason could be said to be a more specific version of the third. Like the third reason, this 
fourth reason has an emphasis on evading previous experiences from school and like the third 
reason the students’ descriptions reflect a sense of pressure. The particular in the reasons we have 
grouped in this fourth reason is that they express a profound feeling of fatigue: 

I’m just so incredibly tired of going to school. I need a break from going to school (Frida) 

The descriptions in these students’ narratives indicate that the experiences in upper-secondary 
school have drained the students of motivation and energy to engage in any educational activities. 
The students therefore need to get away simply because they are incapable of going on. For some 
students this also has to do with the fear of not being able to complete the study programme because 
of their lack of motivation and energy:  

I just feel that being so tired from sitting in the school and stuff as I am now I’m afraid that if I move straight on [to 
a study programme] then even if it is interesting then I would not be able to gather enough energy to see it through. 
Then I would be afraid of dropping out if I didn’t take a small break to recharge (Ebbe) 

The students have the expectation that attending higher education will take some effort and 
therefore require that they are ready and can invest sufficient amounts of energy and engagement in 
the study activities. In this perspective, the reason for taking a gap year that is based in an education 
fatigue can be considered a rational and responsible decision that prevents a waste of the resources 
of the student and of the educational system.  

Ambivalences in the students’ attitudes 

Most of the students in the six classes consider taking a gap year, but for quite a few there is a sense 
of ambivalence related to this plan. On the one hand they give a number of reasons for why they 
wish to and even need to take a gap year. On the other hand, some of the students express 
uneasiness about the gap year that is related to a fear of not being able to get back on the 
educational track after the gap year. Some of the students fear, so to speak, to be lost in the gap.  

This fear seems to reflect two points. First, that the students have a strong believe that taking an 
education is the right thing. Not entering an education, in other words, is not considered a legitimate 
decision. Second, it suggests that the students do not have a strong drive towards a particular 
programme they wish to enter. In the reasons the students give for taking the gap year, the same two 
elements are present: They should pursue a higher education, but many of them do not have a clear 
idea about which it should be. 

At the same time, some students could also experience a cultural pressure of taking a gap year. This 
was not expressed in the interviews at the end of upper-secondary school, but one of the students 
who entered university without taking a gap year felt that this was not considered as a legitimate 
path: 

In a way I felt that there were many who were incredibly prejudiced because I’m pretty young, and I felt that there 
were many who cut me out because I hadn’t had this gap year (Barbara, first interview during first year at 
university) 
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However, in the interview Barbara also reflected about whether taking a gap year would have been 
an advantage for her. When the interviewer asked Barbara to compare studying at university with 
attending upper-secondary school, she mentioned that she needed to put some more effort to 
establish a social relation to her fellow students. In the interview, she told that she experienced this 
as a bit challenging, and she continued: 

This is a point where I think that it might have given me something to take a gap year, if I had been out. […] If I 
should work half a year, go travelling somewhere for a couple of months. I think that could have given me 
something, kind of a boost of self-confidence, right (Barbara, first interview during first year at university) 

Even though Barbara experienced the prejudice from the peers, she still was not sure whether it 
would not have been an advantage for her to take a gap year in order to be personally better 
prepared than she had been by upper-secondary school. This points towards the gap year as a period 
for personal formation. 

Discussion	
The first research question concerned whether taking a gap year affects the risk of not completing a 
STEM higher education programme. The quantitative analysis clearly showed that there is an 
increased risk of non-completion for students entering a STEM higher-education programme 
without taking a gap year.  

The rates of students leaving their first STEM programme within the first three years fell from the 
first to the second cohort which means that more students should be expected to complete the 
STEM programme they enter. It seems that the higher education institutions have become better at 
holding on to the students who enter.  

It was not entirely clear from the analyses whether taking more than one gap year was an advantage 
or not. What is worth noticing is that the benefit from taking one or more gap years in relation to 
non-completion was increasing from cohort one to two and from cohort two to three, but the result 
concerning cohort 3 should be interpreted with caution. However, it appears as if it has become an 
even better idea to take a gap year over the 15 years period. 

In short, the present analysis contradicts the claim by the Minister that there is no evidence that 
taking a gap year should be an advantage except in the humanities. There is – and even in STEM 
where the importance of the prior knowledge in mathematics is frequently used as an argument for 
starting early. Even in this field, a gap year increases the survival rate of higher education students. 
What these analyses cannot tell is why this is the case. 

The analysis of the qualitative data from interviews with students at the end of upper-secondary 
school, on the other hand, offers some suggestions as to why students may benefit from taking a gap 
year. Interestingly enough, the Minister mentioned some of the reasons for taking a gap year that we 
also found in the analysis of the interviews.  

One reason mentioned by both the students and the minister was the need to have time to clarify 
which education to enter, to deal with their sense of being undecided concerning which higher 
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education to follow. Another reason that both the students and the Minister mentioned was the wish 
to have different experiences than going to school and through this develop as a person. It was a 
reason emphasising the formation or Bildung aspect of education.  

What evades the Minister’s thinking is the students’ wish to make these experiences outside the 
educational system, to see something else than a school or a university. The Minister’s point that the 
students could achieve the same formation and personal growth by studying abroad, therefore, does 
not reflect the students’ need to experience something else. The students’ wish for personal 
formation has to be seen in combination with the other reason mentioned by some students, namely 
simply to get away.  

This, finally, leads to that reason for taking a gap year that some of the students mentioned, but 
which was not present in the Minister’s speech: the educational fatigue. However, giving this a 
moment’s reflection makes it rather unsurprising. As a matter of fact, the very policy propagated by 
the Minister and other ministers before him (and by his successor) could indeed be the very reason 
that students crave for a gap year. When the students were describing their fatigue and why they so 
desperately needed a gap year, they referred to the pressure of the work load, of the expectations 
and of just moving on from one step to the next. These pressures are to some extent produced by the 
politics of various governments trying to make students complete their studies as soon as possible 
for the sake of their and country’s economy. This has been attempted directly through legislation 
(for instance, the changes in the admission system) and indirectly through the discourse surrounding 
young people’s educational choice and trajectories. The official discourse of educational choice is 
one of pace (do not be too slow; do not postpone your entering higher education), one of economy 
and one of persistence (do not change your mind; follow the straight line through the programme).  

This discourse and the political measures enclose the educational choice and the educational 
trajectory in an air of time pressure and the strain of making the right choice. Hence, the measures 
aiming at making students become more focused and targeted may produce the very fatigue that 
make the students inclined to take a gap year. In other words, it appears as if the political measures 
to increase the pace of students’ study progression may be counterproductive. 

From the students’ point or view this is closely related to their more general coping with the choice, 
the transition and with constructing a coherent narrative for this. That the educational choices of 
young people are closely linked to their construction of who they wish to become is not a new 
insight (Bøe, Henriksen, Lyons, & Schreiner, 2011; Illeris, Katznelson, Simonsen, & Ulriksen, 
2002). The concern of the students to make the right choice and to avoid making hasty and perhaps 
the wrong decisions is very much present in this group of students as well – even to the extent that 
some students avoid seeking guidance to be sure that the choice is indeed their own (Henriette 
Tolstrup Holmegaard, Ulriksen, et al., 2014). When students decide whether to take a gap year or 
not this is also a part of this process of constructing a viable narrative that works both when looking 
forward and backwards. 

The importance of biographizity appears obvious, but so does the amount of strain that is put on the 
students in this process. The students have to obtain a sense of what would be the right choice in an 
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educational market with a broad range of opportunities. Some students are hesitating whether which 
general field of higher education to enter (for instance, between the humanities or the natural 
sciences), but even for students who know which field to pursue there is a wide array of different 
opportunities. At the same time, the strain is not only put upon them from their concern of making a 
choice that appear right to themselves, but the political discourse of pace may turn out particularly 
stressful for two reasons.  

First, because the discourse constitutes a part of those surroundings that have to conceive the 
students’ narratives as sensible. If this discourse permeates not only the political system, but also 
the way that the students’ families or even peers conceive of the choice processes then the students 
have to try to integrate a concern relate to identity with a concern following an entirely different 
logic, namely a logic of economy and quantities. The discourse of pace focusses heavily on the 
achievements of the students. The main concern is that the students succeed in entering and 
completing a higher education study as quickly as possible. This balance may in itself cause some 
difficulties because it does not necessarily fit with the concerns of the student and how she or he 
conceives the process of constructing a narrative and an identity.  

Second, it can be stressful because the political discourse has to be seen in relation to the normal 
biography the students need to relate to. The normal biography, as we noted previously, refers to 
what is to be expected of a life as mine (Dausien, 1996). As such, the normal biography can be seen 
as a part of that social structure and framework within which the identity formation occurs (cf. 
Shanahan (2009)). In relation to this, the analysis of the interviews revealed that the students 
apparently have to relate to competing normal biographies.  

There is the normal biography that is expressed in the layout of the educational system where one 
level leads into the other, and that is further propagated by the political discourse of pace. At the 
same time, there is the normal biography represented by the peers of Barbara where taking a gap 
year is the natural step and you have to be able to explain why you have chosen otherwise. Those 
students who opt away from the gap year because they are afraid not to return to the educational 
path can in this perspective be seen as weighing two different options that are also two different 
threats to the normal biography against each other: The expectation of continuing to higher 
education and the expectation of taking a gap year. 

The four reasons we found for students deciding to take a gap year, we argue, are different 
expressions of the students’ endeavours to construct a legitimate and viable course of life and the 
concomitant narrative after having completed upper-secondary school. Two of them (numbers 1 and 
2) relate to the normal biography of making the right choice, of being concerned about the 
formation of the identity. The other two (numbers 3 and 4) to some extent do the same, but in a 
much more reactive and defensive way. These two reasons reveal a process where the students are 
under an immense pressure that, so we argue, origins in their attempts to reconcile the competing 
normal biographies, complying with the achievement-related expectations of the political discourse 
as well as with the obligation to form an identity. As a reaction to this pressure the students react by 
moving away. 
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All four reasons for taking a gap year could be seen as possible explanations as to why the risk of 
not completing is higher for students entering without a gap year. It is highly possible that the gap 
year does in fact give the students the opportunity to make a more well-informed and well-reflected 
choice of higher education programme than if they move straight on from upper-secondary school. 
But it is also a very reasonable assumption, based on the previous analyses, that the students 
entering without a gap year have not yet found a way of reconciling the different expectations and 
that the efforts they have to invest in balancing the different expectations indeed drain them for the 
motivation and energy that would allow them to overcome the difficulties that all students 
experience in the transition with balancing expectations with experiences (Henriette Tolstrup 
Holmegaard, Madsen, et al., 2014a).  

Conclusion	
Students taking a gap year have a lower risk of leaving the STEM higher education programme they 
entered without completing it. This is in contrast to the political initiatives aiming at making 
students enter higher education quicker and to complete with less delay. Following the analysis in 
this paper, the first part of this ambition appears to be impeding the success of the second. 

Students’ reasons for taking a gap year are rooted in their attempts of balancing different wishes, 
needs and expectations – both those of their own and those of others. Therefore, it is highly possible 
that the increased retention for students taking a gap year can be partly explained by the students’ 
having an opportunity to find this balance by having a pause in their education life cause.  

Consequently, the political initiatives of various governments appear to be counterproductive to the 
intentions of the very initiatives. This is a matter of concern in its own right. What is even more 
disturbing is if the increasing number of students entering higher education could in fact mean that 
more of them enter by default, that is, obeying the normal biography, but without having a 
particularly clear idea about what to choose and why. If this is the case, then the even stronger 
emphasis on not taking gap years and on pace (that is accompanied by new measures implemented 
by the present government) could at the end of the day lead to increased student drop-out – or at 
least to students who are under more stress and less clear about what they are doing. Even if the 
students survive the quality of their learning process and, hence, of higher education might be 
reduced. 
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