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The Expansion of Women's Higher Education and
Women's Participation in the Labor Market

Does the attainment of higher education increase
women's work opportunities? In 1969, Japanese
women's rate of advancement to high school (79.5%)
exceeded that of Japanese men (79.2%), and this
trend has continued to the present. In 2004, the rate
of advancement to high school reached nearly uni-
versal levels for both sexes (96.7% for women, 96.0%
for men). At the level of higher education, however,
there have been sex differences. Until recently, the
increase in men's higher education was primarily at
the university level, and the increase in women's
higher education was at the junior college level. In
1996, however, women's rate of advancement to uni-
versity exceeded that of junior college. Moreover, in
recent years, there are increasing numbers of women
going to senmon gakko (specialized two-year training
schools oriented towards the acquisition of voca-
tional skills [Brinton & Lee, 2001]).

On the other hand, the rate of women's labor force
participation shows a gentle upward trend until
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1991, after which it shows a gentle downward trend.
Furthermore, although the bottom of the M-shaped
curve of female labor force participation by age
group has risen, the M-shaped pattern is still clear,
and this differs from Western industrialized coun-
tries. Although the rate of female labor force partici-
pation by education level shows that the participa-
tion rate of university-educated women is higher
than that for other women, it is still lower than that
of women in Western industrialized countries.

The Youth Labor Market

In recent years in Japan, it has become increasingly
difficult for high school graduates to find employ-
ment, and the number of high school graduates with
neither job nor postsecondary education has
increased. The unemployment rate among young
people is especially high, and the number of young
people entering the labor market as non-regular
workers has increased, reaching 28.3% for new male
high school graduates and 38.6% for new female
high school graduates.

Women's Educational Attainment and Occupation-
al Attainment

Highly educated women have higher occupational
aspirations, because a higher level of education
mutes the belief in traditional gender,roles (Amano,
1986). Therefore, the proportion of highly educated
women who continue to work after marriage is high
(Imada, 1985). At the same time, however, many
highly educated married women choose to not par-
ticipate in the labor force (Ministry of Labor, Japan,
1991). Thus, highly educated married women can be
divided into two types, one type being those who
work before and after marriage and the other being
those who become full-time housewives after mar-
riage (Higuchi, 1991). In the case of female high
school students, those who disagree with traditional
gender roles have higher educational aspirations
than those who agree with them. Moreover, the stu-
dents who plan to continue their work after mar-
riage also show a higher rate of university advance-
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ment (Kimura, 2004).

Educational Aspirations, Life Course Expectations
and Gender Role Attitudes

What do young people think of their futures under
the present circumstances? How do gender role atti-
tudes contribute to female students' educational
aspirations and life course expectations? How do
educational aspirations contribute to female stu-
dents' life course expectations? By examining the
relation among educational aspirations, life course
expectations and gender role attitudes, this paper
explores these questions, based on data collected in
a social survey on the lives of high school students
conducted by the University of Tokyo's Institute of
Social Science in 2004.

Regarding the educational aspirations of female stu-
dents, 35.8% indicate that they wish to attend a uni-
versity, 13.6% wish to attend a junior college, 23.3%
wish to attend a senmon gakko, and 20.9% plan to get
a job. Thus, most indicate that want to get a higher
education. Furthermore, almost half of the female
students (49.6%) said that they planned to leave the
labor force upon marriage or childbearing, and reen-
ter the labor force when they no longer need to care
for their children; 32.0% replied that they would
continue working after marriage or childbearing;
10.4% said they would withdraw from the labor
force altogether; and 8.0% answered that they have
not yet decided. Finally, regarding gender role atti-
tudes, it seems that the traditional gender role atti-
tude, assuming men should be the primary bread-
winners and women the primary caregivers, is
weakening among female students, as 89.2% of
female students disagreed with this attitude, and
only 10.8% agreed.

For the relationship among educational aspirations,
life course expectations and gender role attitudes,
see the data below (Figures 1-3). First, Figure 1
shows educational aspirations by gender role atti-
tude. Of the students who expect to attend a univer-
sity, there is an 8 point difference between those who
agree with the traditional gender role attitude
(29.1%) and those who disagree with the traditional
gender role attitude (36.8%). On the other hand, of
the students who expect to get a job upon gradua-

tion from high school, there is a 10 point difference
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between those who agree with the traditional gen-
der role attitude (29.1%) and those who disagree
with the traditional gender role attitude (19.9%).
These results show that educational aspirations dif-
fer according to gender role attitude.

agree

disagree

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

O get a job B training school Ojunior college O university B others

Figure 1. Female High School Students' Educational Aspirations
by Gender Role Attitude. (agree = agree with tradition-
al gender role attitude)

Second, Figure 2 shows life course expectations by
gender role attitude. The proportion of students
who think their career will be temporarily interrupt-
ed at the time of marriage or childbearing (yet
intend to reenter after their children are older) is
similar on both sides of the gender role attitude
question. But 33.9% of the students who disagree
with the traditional gender role attitude expect to
continue working, in contrast to 18.0% of the stu-
dents who agree with the traditional gender role
attitude. And far fewer students who disagree with
the traditional gender role attitude expect to retire
from the labor force at the time of marriage or child-
bearing than students who agree with the attitude
(8.8% compared to 23.7%). These results show that
life course expectations are affected by gender role
attitude.

agree

disagree

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

’D retirement B interruption O continuation Odon't know

Figure 2. Female High School Students' Life Course Expectations
by Gender Role Attitude. (agree = agree with traditional
gender role attitude)
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Third, Figure 3 shows life course expectations by
educational aspiration. The students who expect to
get a job soon after they graduate high school are by
far the most likely to respond that they intend to
retire from the labor force at the time of marriage or
childbearing. Furthermore, many more students
who intend to go to a university or senmon gakkd,
compared with the other types, want to continue
working. While junior college and senmon gakko
entail the same number of school years (two), this
difference between junior college applicants and sen-
mon gakko applicants regarding life course expecta-
tions suggests that attending a university and
attending a junior college hold different educational
meanings, even though they are both said to be
"higher education.”

university ‘_ X
junior college |19.
training school

get a job

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

rﬂ retirement B interruption O continuation 0 don't know l

Figure 3. Female High School Students' Life Course Expectations
by Educational Aspiration

These data were also analyzed by a multinominal
logit model, which can deal with categorical vari-
ables as dependent variables, to explore the determi-
nants of life course expectations (Table 1). The
results show that holding the traditional gender role
attitude has a significant effect on life course expec-
tations, that is, a negative effect on a student's expec-
tation of staying in her job, and a positive effect on a
student's expectation of retiring from the labor force
at the time of marriage or childbirth. Education
affects life course expectations differently. Only edu-
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cational aspirations of attending junior college or
completing high school have a significant positive
effect on job interruption.

Twenty years have passed since the Equal Employ-
ment Opportunity Law was established, but sex seg-
regation in the labor market still exists. Moreover,
there is substantial evidence that the occupational
aspirations of young people are highly sex-typed,
which reflects the sex segregation of the labor mar-
ket. Despite the increase in highly educated women
and the fact that many Japanese women do not
agree with the traditional gender role attitude,
almost half of Japanese female high school students
expect that they will leave the labor force upon mar-
riage or childbearing, and then reenter the labor
force when they no longer need to care for their
child, and gender role attitudes affect both their
educational aspirations and life course expectations.
In this connection, there remain considerable num-
bers of young men and women who hold to the tra-
ditional gender role attitude, and resign themselves
to the duties in line with this attitude (Taga, 2005).
Furthermore, some women have recently begun
expressing a "Shin Sengyo Shufu Shikd" (an orienta-
tion to a new type of housewife), that is, they desire
to share childcare with their husbands but to main-
tain the status of the "male-breadwinner" model,
and to try to achieve self-realization through a
hobby or odd job (Ministry of Health and Welfare,
1998). When the position (or status) of women in the
labor market changes, will the link between
women's education, especially at the university
level, and their labor force participation change? A
married woman's decision about her labor force par-
ticipation is not only a reflection of her own gender
attitude but also a reflection of the family's demands
of her (Yu, 2001). Thus, we must reconsider women's
labor force participation as not only an issue for
women, but for men as well.
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Table.1 Determinants of Life Course Expectations

Life Course Expectations

(base category=don't know)

retirement Interruption continuation
gender role attitude 073 - 0.12 042
grade in school 0.03 0.10 013 -
school with a high ratio of students who

0.00 0.02 0.15

continue to the next stage of education
not a school with a high ratio of students who
cén tinue to the next stage of education - - -
success in her job 0.08 038 « 0.71
talks with parents about higher education 0.17 031 - 0.31
talks with parents about job 0.10 0.07 0.06
get ajob 0.49 0.68 * 0.46
training school 0.47 033 0.15
junior college 0.42 086 - 0.45
university 0.03 0.16 0.19
others - - -
intercept -1.67 -0.73 -1.09

Cox & Snell=0.089, Nagelkerke=0.010, McFadden=0.041

" p<0.01,* p<0.05
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