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Abstract

Successfully integrating elite sports with education requires motivation to commit oneself to both domains. This study
examines the development of and gender differences in adolescent athletes’ task values for school and sports across the upper
secondary school years. A total of 391 adolescents (aged 15-16 at the beginning of the study) were followed four times during
sports upper secondary school. The participating student athletes were recruited from six sports upper secondary schools in
Finland, which offer equal competitive sport opportunities for both genders. The results showed that school- and sports- task
values are strongly related to each other. Males valued school less than females at the beginning of upper secondary school,
and this gender difference remained, and also strengthened across years. No gender differences in sports-related task values
were found. The findings indicate that females may be more committed to integrating elite sports and education than males

due to their higher valuing of school.

Keywords Dual career - Gender differences - Task values - Sports - Education - Upper secondary school

Narratives of athletic excellence may guide adolescents to
postpone education and professional qualifications to focus
on their athletic careers. Alternatively, talented adolescent
athletes may withdraw from sports to focus on preparing
themselves for work life (Ryba et al., 2016a). Participation
in two different domains, sports and academic education, is
highly demanding, and success in one pursuit often comes at
the expense of the other (Baron-Thiene & Alfermann, 2015;
Cosh & Tully, 2014; Ryba et al., 2021). The EU Guide-
lines on Dual Careers of Athletes (European Commission,
2012) state that efforts should be made to guarantee the pos-
sibility of combining elite sports with academic education
and/or work, that is, a dual career, for high-performance
athletes. Recent research on gender differences in aca-
demic and sports domains, however, suggests that the chal-
lenges athletes confront in a dual career may be gendered
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(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
[OECD], 2016; Poysd & Kupiainen, 2018; Tamminen &
Braun, 2017). Since motivation is a significant determinant
of future educational and occupational aspirations and plans
(e.g., Lauermann et al., 2015; Lazarides et al., 2016), more
information is needed about the motivational development
of adolescent athletes that should be considered when sup-
porting these athletes’” dual careers. The present study aimed
to examine adolescent athletes’ simultaneous development
of sports- and school-related task values across the sports
upper secondary school years, and the role that gender plays
in this.

Dual Career

Participation in talent development programs can be highly
demanding for adolescent athletes when striving to succeed
simultaneously in sports and academic work (Baron-Thiene
& Alfermann, 2015; Healy et al., 2016; Kristiansen, 2017;
Nikander et al., 2020; Ryba et al., 2016b). To prevent ado-
lescent athletes from dropping out of education and, con-
sequently, to ensure their potential for entering the labor
market after an elite sports career, the European Union dual-
career policy was adopted in 2012 (European Commission,
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2012). However, while a dual career benefits athletes in the
long run, the two separate achievement domains, sports and
school, create time constraints, overlapping schedules, and
conflicting goals (for a review, see Stambulova & Wylleman,
2019). Therefore, high motivation for both sports and school
is required to adapt to these demands and create a success-
ful dual-career pathway through adolescence. The central
question is how athletes’ motivation for both is maintained
throughout their upper secondary school years. For example,
the pressure to combine an academic and sports career may
render adolescent athletes vulnerable to stress and burnout
(Sorkkila et al., 2020) and even loss of motivation in the area
of mastery they once experienced as inspiring (Baron-Thiene
& Alfermann, 2015; Saarinen et al., 2020).

Previous research has shown that adolescent athletes, in
general, tend to prioritize sports over school and that their
athletic aspirations might diminish their potential to succeed
in academics (Cosh & Tully, 2014; Saarinen et al., 2020;
Simons et al., 1999). However, gender may play a role in
adolescent athletes’ motivation and dual-career success. For
example, previous research has shown that girls perform bet-
ter in school than boys (Poyséd & Kupiainen, 2018), and girls
also have stronger beliefs in themselves in gender-stereotyp-
ical female-dominated domains like languages (e.g., Wig-
field et al., 1997). Boys, in contrast, may possess a stronger
athletic identity than girls, since sports have traditionally
been considered to be a male-dominated activity that pro-
vides more professional opportunities for males than females
(Hargreaves, 2000). Although the gendered processes of
dual-career construction have been highlighted (Ryba et al.,
2021), the role of gender in the development of motivation
for both sports and school has not been investigated. There-
fore, the present study aimed to examine the role of gender
in the development of motivation for sports and school to
better understand the factors that affect the successful crea-
tion of a dual-career pathway.

Motivational Development

In the present study, we approached adolescent athletes’ moti-
vation from the viewpoint of task values. The expectancy-
value framework of Eccles and colleagues (Eccles et al., 1983;
Wigfield & Eccles, 2000) posits that individuals’ choices to
commit themselves to certain tasks, as well as their persistence
and performance in the given tasks, are influenced by the sub-
jective value they attach to those tasks. Subjective task values
include three components that refer to positive motives lead-
ing to approach behavior. Intrinsic value refers to the liking
or the enjoyment a person derives from performing a specific
domain. Attainment value refers to the personal importance
of succeeding in a specific domain. Utility value indicates
the perceived usefulness of engagement and achievement in
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a particular domain. Many studies have shown empirical evi-
dence for the differentiation of these components (e.g., Gas-
pard et al., 2015; Wigfield & Eccles, 2002), although these
components have also been collapsed into a single, more gen-
eral construct describing the overall value of a certain domain
(e.g., Eccles et al., 1993; Jacobs et al., 2002; Lazarides et al.,
2016).

Task values play a critical role when adolescents plan their
future and make educational and occupational choices (e.g.,
Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield et al., 2017). High values in a
certain domain have been found to lead to better performance
in the valued domain and to choosing pathways related to the
valued domain, whereas low values are related to poor perfor-
mance and choosing not to participate in the devalued domains
(e.g., Lazarides et al., 2016; Watt et al., 2012).

Previous research on the development of task values has
reported changes in the mean level of task values over the
years, often a decrease (e.g.,Jacobs et al., 2002 ; Watt, 2004).
In some studies this decline has been found to be stronger in
earlier school years and then to level off in late adolescence
(Jacobs et al., 2002; Watt, 2004). However, most studies
have focused on one school domain at a time, and not much
is known about how task values in substantially different
domains develop simultaneously, especially when the dif-
ferent domains are highly competitive in terms of time and
other resources, as they are in the sports upper secondary
school context. As an exception, Aunola et al. (2018) studied
the task values of adolescent athletes toward both sports and
school from a person-oriented perspective. They found that
about 63% of the student athletes valued both school and
sports at the beginning of the first upper secondary school
year, but this decreased to 47% at the end of the second
school year. In contrast, the number of students who valued
sports but not school increased from 25% to 30% for the
same period. The study by Aunola et al. (2018) focused,
however, on the patterns of task values rather than on the
development of task values. Therefore, it is unclear to what
extent attaching high values to either school or sports is
associated with maintaining or even increasing motivation in
the other domain or whether high values in one domain are
associated with diminished values in the other domain. This
is a critical question from a dual-career perspective, since it
is essential to find ways to better understand how adolescent
athletes motivate themselves to pursue two demanding and
competing careers.

Gender Differences in Task Values

The expectancy-value theory has been used to explain gen-
der differences in different academic choices, such as course
selection and educational and occupational choices (e.g.,
Lauermann et al., 2017; Watt, 2004; Watt et al., 2012). This
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theory suggests that different kinds of socialization processes,
such as communicating gender-specific expectations (Bleeker
& Jacobs, 2004) cause males to develop more favorable task
values in male-typed domains or activities (e.g., mathematics
or sports) and females in female-typed domains or activities
(e.g., language or performing arts). It has also been suggested
that gender role stereotypes may contribute to students’ task
values by exerting an impact on the importance males and
females attach to various personal characteristics, for example,
masculine characteristics such as physical strength and femi-
nine characteristics such as gracefulness (Gao et al., 2008).

Previous literature concerning the school domain has
shown that girls, in general, value school more than boys
do (Hietajérvi et al., 2014). Previous studies focusing on
task values toward sports as a school subject have found
that boys value sports more than girls do (e.g., Jacobs et al.,
2002; Wigfield et al., 1997). However, studies that focus
on task values toward sports in a competitive environment
are rare, and the findings have been contradictory. Cox and
Whaley (2004) found no significant gender differences in
sports-related task values, whereas Chin et al. (2009) found
that adolescent male athletes in track and field value sports
more than females do.

Unfortunately, the previous separate findings about gen-
der differences in sports or school values do not reveal much
about the role of gender in values in the two domains of a
simultaneous dual career, sports and school. To our knowl-
edge, only one study has focused on task values in both these
domains in the highly competitive context of a dual career.
Aunola et al. (2018) found that girls were overrepresented
in the motivational group characterized by high task values
in both domains and that boys were overrepresented in the
group characterized by a high value for sports but a rela-
tively low value for school. These results suggest that female
adolescents are more motivated for a dual career than male
adolescent athletes. However, since the study by Aunola
et al. (2018) did not examine gender differences in the task
value levels and changes in different domains, it does not
give insights into the gendered dynamics of task values
across time. Consequently, the aim of the present study was
to examine the role of gender in school and sports task val-
ues (i.e., interest, attainment, and utility values) and their
development through the years of sports upper secondary
school.

Context of Sports Upper Secondary Schools
in Finland

The present study was carried out in Finland, where adoles-
cents make a decision regarding their secondary education
at the age of 15 or 16 after completing nine years of basic
education. In the Finnish educational system, secondary

education comprises upper secondary school (an academic
track that prepares students to apply for higher education in
universities or polytechnics) or vocational school (profes-
sional preparation after which students typically transition to
work or continue in polytechnics). Talented and elite adoles-
cent athletes often apply to sports upper secondary schools,
which offer equal competitive sport opportunities for both
genders. These schools specialize in multiple sports, such
as winter and summer Olympic sports (e.g., ice hockey and
gymnastics) as well as non-Olympic sports (e.g., Finnish
baseball). Sports upper secondary schools enable the con-
struction of a dual-career pathway by, for example, collabo-
rating with athletic clubs and sports federations to arrange
morning practices for athletes, giving some study credits for
sport, and offering the possibility to extend a normal three-
year academic curriculum to three-and-a-half or four years.
Admission to sports upper secondary schools is competitive,
and in addition to students’ grades in the basic education
report, accepted students must demonstrate high potential
in their own sport.

Research Questions

1. To what extent are the initial levels and the develop-
ment of school-related task values and sports-related
task values associated which each other? Because there
is no previous research on the developmental dynamics
between school- and sports-related task values among
adolescent athletes, no hypothesis was set.

2. To what extent do gender differences exist at the initial
level and the development of school-related task values
across the sports upper secondary school years, that is,
from the beginning of the first year until the end of the
third year (four time points)? Based on previous find-
ings showing that girls value school more than boys
do (Hietajarvi et al., 2014) and that females participate
more in higher education than males (OECD, 2016), it
is hypothesized that females will report higher values for
school than males do at the beginning of upper second-
ary school and maintain higher values for school than
males do during the upper secondary school years.

3. To what extent do gender differences exist at the initial
level and development of sports-related task values?
Previous findings have been mixed, in that some stud-
ies reported males to be substantially more interested
than females in sports (Deaner et al., 2016), whereas
other studies found no gender differences in students’
motivation for an athletic career (Lupo et al., 2015) or
in student athletes’ task values for sport (Cox & Wha-
ley, 2004). Due to the previous mixed findings, no exact
hypothesis was set.
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Methods
Participants and Procedure

The present study is part of the Finnish Longitudinal Dual-Career
Study (Ryba et al., 2016a), in which talented student athletes are
followed through upper secondary school. The student athletes
were recruited from six of 15 sports upper secondary schools in
Finland to account for geographical representation. The Ministry
of Education and Culture has given an elite sport school status
to these schools; moreover, they have been classified as one of
dual career pathways in a recent European study of dual career
development environments (Morris et al., 2021). APA ethical
standards were followed in the conducting of the study. In addi-
tion, before participant recruitment, an ethical approval for the
data collection was obtained from the ethics committee of the
University of Jyviskyld, Finland. In addition, all participants gave
their written informed consent (of note, young people aged 15
onwards are considered consenting adults in Finland). The data
used in this study were collected at school via an online question-
naire or an identical paper questionnaire at four time points: at
the beginning of the first year of upper secondary school (T1),
at the end of the first school year (T2), at the end of the second
school year (T3), and at the end of the third school year (T4). The
questionnaires included demographic questions, such as gender,
year of birth, mother language etc., as well as questions related to
adolescents’ well-being, motivation etc. For the purposes of this
particular study, athletes’ task values toward school and sports
were assessed at each time point.

At T1, when the participants were aged 15-16 years, a total
of 391 student athletes (51% females, 49% males) participated in
the study (Ryba et al., 2016a). The proportion of missing values
varied between 0.059 and 0.061 at T2, between 0.107 and 0.146
at T3, and between 0.246 and 0.368 at T4. Little’s MCAR test
(/*(553)=656.60, p=.002) showed that missing values were not
missing completely at random (MCAR). Those who reported lower
school- and sports-related values at the beginning of upper second-
ary school were more likely to drop out of the study than those
reporting higher values. However, the analyses were carried out
using the full information maximum likelihood (FIML) method,
which is able to correct estimation bias. FIML assumes the missing
values to be missing at random (MAR) instead of MCAR and was,
therefore, suitable for the analyses in the present study.

Measurements

Task Values

Participants’ school and sports task values were examined
using a modified version of the task value scale developed

by Eccles et al. (1983, see also e.g. Aunola et al., 2018;
Lazarides et al., 2016 as examples of studies where the
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modified scale has been used). Task values for school were
examined by asking the participants to rate 18 questions
that measured interest (6 items; e.g., How much do you
like math?), utility (6 items; e.g., How useful or necessary
is learning math for your future plans?), and attainment (6
items; e.g., How important is it for you to get good grades
in math?) values on a 5-point scale (1 =not at all to 5=very
much). The questions concerned math, languages, and theo-
retical subjects (e.g., biology, history, etc.). A sum score
was created for school-related interest (Cronbach’s alpha
varied between .72 and .77), utility (Cronbach’s alpha var-
ied between .69 and .77), and attainment (Cronbach’s alpha
varied between .84 and .88) values.

Participants’ sports task values were examined by asking
respondents to rate 13 questions that measured interest (5
items; e.g., How much do you like playing your sport?), util-
ity (4 items; e.g., How useful or necessary is sports for your
future plans?), and attainment (4 items; e.g., How important
is it for you to do well in your sport?) for different sports-
related domains, such as sports in general, sports practices,
and sports competitions/games, on a 5-point scale (1 =not
at all to S=very much). A sum score was created for sport-
related interest (Cronbach’s alpha varied between .77 and
.88), utility (Cronbach’s alpha varied between .78 and .84),
and attainment (Cronbach’s alpha varied between .80 and
.85) values.

Analysis Strategy

The analyses were conducted in the following steps.
First, because the previous literature suggests the three
task value components should be handled separately (e.g.,
Gaspard et al., 2015; Wigfield & Eccles, 2002), six uni-
variate linear growth models (Duncan et al., 2006) across
the four time points were conducted separately for school
and sports for the interest, utility, and attainment values.
Second, because it can be assumed that even though the
three value components are separate from each other, they
together indicate an overall value (e.g., Eccles et al., 1993;
Jacobs et al., 2002; Lazarides et al., 2016) toward either
school or sports, these six models were integrated into one
second-order latent growth model. This was done by mod-
eling second-order factors for growth components, that is,
intercepts and slopes, separately for sports and schools.
Finally, gender was included in the model as a predictor
of the second-order intercept and slope components of
the school and sports task values, and the residuals of the
second-order factors were allowed to freely correlate.
All analyses were performed using the Mplus statisti-
cal package (version 7.3; Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2016).
The parameters of the models were estimated using the
FIML estimation with standard errors that are robust
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to non-normality (MLR estimator; Muthén & Muthén,
1998-2016). This method allowed all the available data
to be used in the estimation of the parameters of the
models. The means (M) and the standard deviations (SD)
for sports-related variables are shown in Table 1 and for
school-related variables in Table 2.

Results

As a first step of the analyses, six separate linear growth
models were estimated: models for the school-related
interest, utility, and attainment values and models for the
sports-related interest, utility, and attainment values. All
these models fit well to the data (both CFI and TLI were
greater than .95). The only modifications needed were in
the school- and sports-related interest value models, where

residual covariances were needed between the interest
variables at T2 and T3.

As a second step of the analyses, these six linear
growth models were combined, and a second-order fac-
tor for the intercept and the slopes was added separately
for school and sports. The model did not fit the data
[X2 (256) =942.08, CFI=.84, TLI=.82, RMSEA = .08,
SRMR =.10], and as a third step of the analyses, with
the help of modification indices, five specific factors
capturing time-specific common variance of interest,
utility, and attainment values were added to the mod-
els: three specific factors for school (T2, T3, and T4)
and two specific factors for sports (T2 and T3). After
this specification, the model fitted the data well [X2
(242)=396.77, CF1=.96, TLI=.96, RMSEA = .04,
SRMR =.07].

Table 1 Interest, utility, and

. All Females Males
attainment scores for sports
N M SD n M SD n M SD

T1 Interest 391 4.71 0.34 199 4.69 0.35 192 4.73 0.34
T1 Attainment 391 4.52 0.47 199 4.55 0.45 192 4.49 0.49
T1 Utility 389 4.68 0.44 197 4.68 0.46 192 4.68 0.42
T2 Interest 368 4.63 0.49 191 4.58 0.52 177 4.67 0.44
T2 Attainment 368 4.48 0.54 191 4.47 0.58 177 4.50 0.51
T2 Utility 368 4.60 0.46 191 4.57 0.46 177 4.63 0.45
T3 Interest 334 4.50 0.57 171 4.48 0.60 163 4.51 0.54
T3 Attainment 334 4.40 0.53 171 4.41 0.53 163 4.39 0.54
T3 Utility 334 4.46 0.62 171 4.46 0.60 163 4.47 0.65
T4 Interest 247 442 0.58 126 4.47 0.53 121 4.38 0.63
T4 Attainment? 247 4.34 0.59 126 4.45 0.49 121 4.21 0.66
T4 Utility 247 4.45 0.59 126 4.47 0.55 121 4.43 0.64
Mean difference between females and males are statistically significant ! p<.05,% p<.01, 3 p<.001

Tab!e2 Interest, utility, and All Females Males

attainment scores for school

N M SD n M SD n M SD

T1 Interest’ 387 333 0.59 198 3.41 0.62 189 3.25 0.56
T1 Attainment 389 4.04 0.56 198 4.10 0.57 191 3.98 0.54
T1 Utility 389 3.92 0.52 199 3.97 0.52 190 3.87 0.53
T2 Interest' 367 3.29 0.61 192 3.36 0.59 175 3.23 0.63
T2 Attainment? 367 3.92 0.61 192 3.99 0.57 175 3.84 0.64
T2 Utility 367 3.86 0.54 192 3.90 0.54 175 3.81 0.55
T3 Interest’ 349 3.23 0.63 183 3.34 0.60 166 3.12 0.65
T3 Attainment® 349 3.82 0.70 183 3.96 0.62 166 3.67 0.76
T3 Utility 349 3.75 0.61 183 3.80 0.59 166 3.70 0.63
T4 Interest’ 293 3.23 0.71 172 3.34 0.73 121 3.09 0.64
T4 Attainment® 295 3.73 0.78 173 3.86 0.70 122 3.55 0.84
T4 Utility 293 3.76 0.63 172 3.81 0.64 121 3.69 0.63

Mean difference between females and males are statistically significant ' p <.05,2 p<.01, 3 p<.001
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As a final step of the analyses, gender was added to the
model so that it predicted the second-order factors of the
intercepts and the slopes in the school- and the sports-
related task values. In the final model, the nonsignificant
paths were fixed to zero. Also, based on the suggestion of
modification indices, two regression paths, one from gen-
der to the intercept of the sports-related attainment value
and one from gender to the slope of the school-related
utility value, were added. This model (see Fig. 1) fitted
well to the data [y (262) =414.45, CFI=.96, TLI=.96,
RMSEA =.04 and SRMR =.06].

The results showed, first, that the initial levels (inter-
cepts) of the school- and sports-related task values were
positively and statistically significantly associated (stand.
Estimate = .23, p < .01): the higher the task values in one
area, the higher the task values in the other area at the
beginning of sports upper secondary school. The same
was true also in the case of the development (slopes) of
the school- and the sports-related task values: the more the
task values in one area decreased over the school years,
the more decrease occurred in the other area (stand. Esti-
mate = .20, p <.05). No associations were found between
the school intercept and the sports slope or between the
sports intercept and the school slope, which indicates that
the initial level of the school-related task values was not
associated with the development of the sports-related task
values and vice versa.

Second, the results showed that gender predicted both the
initial level (intercept; stand. Estimate =—.14, p <.05) and
the development (slope; stand. Estimate=—.22, p<.01) of
the school-related task values: the males showed a lower ini-
tial level of school-related task values than the females, and
the gender differences remained and even strengthened over

Fig.1 Standardized and statisti-
cally significant associations for
second-order factor structure

Intercepts Sports
11=Sport Interest
13=Sport Attainment
15=Sport Utility

Intercepts School
12=School Interest
14=School Attainment
16=School Utility

Slopes Sports
S1=Sport Interest
S3=Sport Attainment
$5=Sport Utility

Slopes School
$2=School Interest
S4=School Attainment
S6=School Utility
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time. Finally, the results showed that there were no gender
differences in either the initial level (intercept) of the sports-
related values or in the development (slope) of these values.

Discussion

Motivation plays an important role when adolescents navi-
gate through different educational challenges, and one espe-
cially demanding situation can be the challenge of combin-
ing elite sports and education into a dual-career pathway
(Elliott et al., 2018; Sorkkila et al., 2020; Stambulova &
Wylleman, 2019). Youth athletes, especially in the Nordic
cultures, are increasingly expected to sustain their athletic
and educational careers so as not to restrict their life oppor-
tunities (Ryba et al., 2016b). However, committed partici-
pation in both domains is highly demanding, and success in
one domain often comes at the expense of the other (e.g.,
Cosh & Tully, 2014; Elliott et al., 2018; Ryba et al., 2015;
Saarinen et al., 2020), and sports is often prioritized over
school (Cosh & Tully, 2014; Nikander et al., 2020). Since
the literature indicates that challenges confronting dual-
career athletes may be gendered, the present study aimed
to examine whether gender plays a role in the simultaneous
development of sports- and school-related values.

The findings of the present study showed that school-
and sports- task values are strongly related to each other:
the more adolescent athletes reported valuing school at the
beginning of upper secondary school, the higher their values
also for sports were, and vice versa. Also, the development
of school- and sports- task values goes hand in hand. This
finding indicates the importance of considering the everyday
lives of adolescent athletes from a dual-career perspective.
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School and sports are not separate areas in adolescent ath-
letes’ lives; the two domains seem to be interconnected from
a motivational perspective (see also Aunola et al., 2018). It
could be interpreted as a good sign that student athletes do
not, in general, highlight the importance of one area over the
other. However, this finding also indicates that adolescents
who assign low values to one area also show low values
in the other area. These adolescent athletes may be most
vulnerable in terms of integrating sports and education into
a sustainable dual career. It is possible that for these adoles-
cents, schoolwork is not very motivating and, in addition,
they don’t have a genuine desire to become a high-perfor-
mance athlete but, instead, think sports more as a hobby. For
these students sports upper secondary school might provide
a possibility to study and to integrate sports as a hobby in a
relatively flexible way to studying, even though they don’t
have high aims in either of them.

An important finding is that valuing one area at the begin-
ning of the study was not related to the development of val-
ues in the other area over time. In other words, we did not
find evidence for students prioritizing one area over another.
For example, high valuing of sports was not related with a
decline in valuing school over the upper secondary school
years (see, for example, Cosh & Tully, 2014; Simons et al.,
1999). This is a good sign, especially for those student ath-
letes who are motivated in both sports and school (see also
Lupo et al., 2015; Stambulova et al., 2015) of the possibility
of successfully combining two different demanding areas
and maintaining motivation for both. However, it is impor-
tant to find ways to support adolescent athletes to maintain
motivation for both school and sports, and it is especially
critical for those adolescents who already have lower values
at the beginning of upper secondary school. Such support
would prevent such students from dropping out of educa-
tional pathways.

The findings concerning the role of gender in sports- and
school-related task values showed, first, that the females
reported a higher initial level of school-related task values
at the beginning of sports upper secondary school than the
males. In addition, the males’ school-related task values
were not only lower than the females’ task values at the
beginning of upper secondary school, but also the gender
differences remained and even strengthened across time.
However, gender was not related either to the initial level of
sports-related task values or to their development.

The females’ higher school-related task values are in line
with previous literature showing that females, in general,
value school more than males do (Hietajirvi et al., 2014).
Person-oriented studies have also shown that it is more typi-
cal for females than males to exhibit task value profiles that
indicate high values for several school subjects (Lazarides
et al., 2016). This may indicate that females place a higher
value on education, in general, than males do, which is also

reflected in females’ higher educational plans and aspira-
tions (OECD, 2016). It is possible that females of this age
are more mature and able to plan their long-term future and
therefore see the value of school and education to be more
important than males do. It may also be that the males who
attend elite sports upper secondary schools are a special
group of male adolescents whose focus in life is sports,
which is reflected in their lower school-related values.

However, males’ initially lower values for school, as well
as the strengthening gender difference in values for school
across time, is a worrying signal in terms of male athletes’
commitment to combine elite sports with academic education,
which is not possible without strong motivation to perform in
both domains. Overall, this pattern of findings indicates that
male student athletes, in particular, are at risk for motivational
problems in relation to academic tasks, which can lead to
problems in succeeding in their upper secondary school edu-
cation (Eccles et al., 1983). This finding raises the question
of whether there are contextual factors, such as environmental
demands or (lack of) support, that lead males to value school
and possibly education in a broader sense less than females
do. It is possible that some gender-stereotypical expectations
or demands play a role in this development. Sports research-
ers have argued that elite sports culture favors male athletes
by, for example, endorsing sportsmen while ignoring and
trivializing sportswomen in media coverage (Bruce, 2016),
as well as providing male athletes with greater opportunities
to develop professional careers (Messner & Sabo, 1990; Pfis-
ter, 2010). Furthermore, in a recent qualitative longitudinal
study that examined the implications of gender identity for
dual-career construction, Ryba et al. (2021) proposed that
the performance master narrative of elite sports is masculine
(in its structure and content). Hence, it would be easier for
males to construct a life story in line with the performance
narrative. Because the performance narrative directs young
athletes’ thinking toward a single-minded dedication to sport
(Douglas & Carless, 2009), the male participants in the study
by Ryba et al. (2021) were more likely than the female athletes
to resolve narrative tensions by withdrawing from education
either permanently or temporarily.

The findings showing that males and females value sports
equally are in line with earlier studies that found no gen-
der differences in students’ motivation for an athletic career
(Lupo et al., 2015) or in student athletes’ task values for
sports (Cox & Whaley, 2004), although contradictory find-
ings have also been found among track and field adolescent
athletes (Chin et al., 2009). This finding is encouraging,
especially because there are studies reporting that adoles-
cent females show less confidence in their athletic abilities
and drop out of sports careers at twice the rate of adolescent
males (e.g., Tamminen & Braun, 2017). However, our results
indicate that both male and female participants of the present
study were encouraged to aim for a dual career by applying
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to an elite sport upper secondary school that is charged with
a national task to nurture talented athletes’ holistic develop-
ment, including integration of high performance sport with
education. It is possible that the support these adolescents
have received from their environment while planning their
educational choices after comprehensive school has also
encouraged females to think positively about their potential
to have a sports career, which is encouraging for inclusion
of girls and women in the elite sport culture.

Some limitations should be considered when interpret-
ing the findings. First, the study focused only on athletes in
sports upper secondary schools, not on athletes in general
upper secondary schools or vocational schools. The findings
could be different depending on the school context. Second,
only the positive task value components of the expectancy-
value theory were included in the study. Because the nega-
tive cost component is related to the negative consequences
of engaging in a certain area, it may play a role in a highly
competitive dual-career setting, even though the results of
the present study did not find evidence for adolescent ath-
letes highlighting the value of one area over the other, at least
at the very beginning of upper secondary school. Finally, the
effects of gender on task values were minor, suggesting that
besides gender, other factors not examined in the present
study may play a role in the development of task values.

As a conclusion, in adolescent athletes’ everyday lives
school and sports are highly connected with each other from
a motivational perspective. The findings of the present study
indicate that females may be more committed to integrating
elite sports and education than males due to their higher
valuing of school. However, it could be seen important that
all high-achieving adolescent athletes receive the support
they need, to guarantee them the possibility of a dual career.
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