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Abstract

Secondary students increasingly graduate from high school without a concise plan for their
future. As the cost of tuition and level of student loan debt continue to rise, it is imperative that
students develop clear academic and career plans before graduation. These plans assist students
in the efficient completion of post-secondary education and training. Gap year is one alternative
to the direct high-school-to-college transition. Planning a successful gap year requires
information about its benefits, drawbacks, and available program options in order for students
and parents to make smart choices that fit within each individual’s academic and career plan,
unique family situation, and finances. Clearly defining gap year and dispelling myths and
misinformation further aid students and their parents in creating clear academic and career plans.
While few longitudinal studies of gap year exist, a large body of anecdotal evidence supports the
conclusion that a planned gap year can positively benefit students and society.

GAP YEAR ON

3
Table of Contents

Abstract ........................................................................................................................................... 2	
  
Literature Review ........................................................................................................................ 4	
  
Academic Uncertainty, Dropout, and Debt .............................................................................. 6	
  
Academic uncertainty. .......................................................................................................... 6	
  
Post-secondary dropout......................................................................................................... 7	
  
Student loan debt................................................................................................................... 8	
  
Gap Year Definition, History, and Growth ............................................................................ 10	
  
Gap year definition. ............................................................................................................ 10	
  
Gap year history. ................................................................................................................. 13	
  
Gap year growth. ................................................................................................................. 14	
  
Gap Year Benefits .................................................................................................................. 17	
  
Benefits to participants. ...................................................................................................... 19	
  
Benefits to society. .............................................................................................................. 22	
  
Myths and misinformation. ................................................................................................. 23	
  
Gap Year Drawbacks ............................................................................................................. 24	
  
Drawbacks of volunteer tourism. ........................................................................................ 25	
  
Quality assurance. ............................................................................................................... 26	
  
Gap Year Decisions ................................................................................................................ 28	
  
Influence and access to information. .................................................................................. 28	
  
Process and costs................................................................................................................. 28	
  
Application ................................................................................................................................ 30	
  
Parent, Student, and Educator Presentation ........................................................................... 31	
  
Fact Sheet and Resource Website .......................................................................................... 32	
  
Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 32	
  
References ..................................................................................................................................... 34	
  
Appendix A ................................................................................................................................... 39	
  
Appendix B ................................................................................................................................... 55	
  
Appendix C ................................................................................................................................... 58	
  

GAP YEAR ON

4
Gap Year, a Year On

Taking time off from academic or career pursuits is not a new phenomenon. This time off
is realized in several ways. People take breaks between undergraduate and graduate studies,
between higher education and work, as a sabbatical, or during a career change. Terms used to
describe this time off between opportunities are as varied as the activities pursued. Volunteer
tourism, gap year, study abroad, semester at sea, sabbatical, and bridge year are all common
terms for this break between life events. For the purpose of this paper, the term gap year is used
to describe the activities that occur during the transition from secondary to post-secondary
education, as it is the most encompassing and commonly used term in the literature (Gergerich,
2003; Heath, 2007; Jones, 2004; King, 2011; Martin, 2010; Simpson, 2005; Sparks, 2010; Wood,
2007). The intent of this paper is to define gap year, describe its various activities, identify
suitable participants, and share the benefits and disadvantages of gap year participation. It is
intended to inform parents and school professionals about gap year so they may consider the
option in academic and career planning. Some focus is given to the college dropout rate and
tuition loan crisis as a means to emphasize the importance of developing clear academic and
career plans prior to high school graduation. Gap year is an option that may reduce the college
dropout rate while developing maturity and refining academic and career goals. Gap year, when
structured and planned with care, can place a student on a path to complete a post-secondary
program in an efficient amount of time, decreasing dropout rates and reducing college debt.
Literature Review
The primary purpose of this literature review is to provide a working definition of gap
year, recount its history, describe its benefits and drawbacks, and explore best practices for both
participants and gap year providers. These initial pursuits, and a recent focus on student and
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consumer debt in the news media, call for an examination of academic and career planning,
college loan debt, and degree completion rates. Students incurring student loan debt without
completing a post-secondary degree is of great concern. An exploration of gap year planning and
programs is predicated by these underlying and contributing factors that call for students to
complete their post-secondary education by economical and efficient means.
This project’s research questions reflect those of concerned parents and educators when
presented with the idea of a student taking a year off from school before college. What are the
benefits and drawbacks of participating in a gap year program and which students are ideally
suited for participation? The purpose of this project is to inform educators and parents about gap
year opportunities as an alternative transition between secondary and post-secondary education.
The great majority of sources for this literature review come from the United Kingdom
and Australia as gap year participation is considered more mainstream in these countries than it
is in the United States. Longitudinal studies of gap year programs with direct comparisons
between students who took a gap year before post-secondary education and those who did not
are virtually nonexistent. There is a “severe lack of literature to ‘review’ on the subject of gap
years and there has not been any substantial academic or policy research in the past” (Jones,
2004, p. 7). The existing research consists primarily of first-hand accounts from students and gap
year program providers. Simpson (2005) states:
While cultural geography research has focused on identity formation among independent
travellers in countries which have become important gap year destinations…the gap year
industry itself has come under little academic scrutiny. What research that there has been
has tended to be produced by undergraduates or has come from within the gap year
industry. (p. 467)
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The bulk of the literature provides primarily anecdotal evidence, not based on social
science research, regarding the benefits of gap year participation. Results, therefore, are not
definitive but rather indicative of individual gap year experiences (DeLuca, 2008; Jones, 2004).
Still, it demonstrates the importance of having clear academic and career goals prior to beginning
a post-secondary education program.
Academic Uncertainty, Dropout, and Debt
With the ever-rising cost of higher education and interest-bearing student loans, students
must possess clear academic and career goals before beginning post-secondary studies. Attrition
prior to degree completion and frequent changing of majors further exacerbate the student loan
crisis by students accruing debt without achieving credentials or taking loans for more than four
consecutive years. For these reasons, it is necessary for students to be clear about their academic
and career aspirations to increase degree completion rates and decrease accrual of tuition debt for
incomplete programs. Low achievers and the academically unmotivated risk burnout when
entering college directly from high school without clarity of academic goals.
Academic uncertainty. Students attend college for various reasons, many of which fail
to represent an efficient path from high school to their chosen career. A recession in the United
States, which began in 2007, led to a shift in students’ primary reason for attending college.
According to Pryor, DeAngelo, Palucki Blake, Hurtado, and Tran (2011):
Most of today’s entering students are deciding to go to college to get a better job, with
85.9% reporting that ‘to be able to get a better job’ is ‘very important’ in their decisionmaking process. Better job prospects continue as the number one reason to attend college,
as it has since 2009, the first point of data we have after the recession started in 2007. (p.
9)
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Pryor et al. (2011) further reported that the previous number one reason, “to learn more about
things that interest me” (p. 9), fell in the ratings after initial effects of the recession surfaced and
“to get training for a specific career” (p. 9) still placed third. This shows an improvement in
students recognizing the connection between academics and better employment. However, they
still have not shown an understanding of the link between receiving relevant training to their
career aspirations, which paves the most efficient path between the two.
Students with lackluster high school performance and poor adaptive behaviors (planning
and task management) tend to show greater uncertainty in post-school plans. Martin (2010)
further suggests that students who have had little career guidance, and consequently lack career
goals or a clear academic path, may benefit most from taking a gap year as it allows more time to
develop an adaptive profile of motivation. Conversely, he states that gap year is not only for
those lacking post-school plans or motivation. Taking a gap year can help students gain
perspective, a clearer idea of a major, and a more mature perspective and scope (Bull, 2006;
Crume, 2005; Schwartz, 2004; Wood, 2007).
Post-secondary dropout. Few studies of gap year exist currently. Further, Willcoxson,
Cotter, and Joy (2011) recognize the need for cohort studies of the underlying causes of postsecondary attrition. They recommend qualitative, longitudinal tracking of critical attrition factors
that lead to student withdrawal prior to degree completion. Their own study (Willcoxson et al.,
2011) found that dropout after the first year is most likely based on personal factors “such as a
student’s inability to integrate into university social or academic systems, lack of goal
commitment (expressed in terms of course choice, career direction and study/work balance) or
lack of academic preparation” (p. 333). In addition, Hirsch (2010) offers that the reasons for
dropout include lack of finances and a misalignment between student expectations and
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experiences once on campus. Willcoxson et al. (2011) further state that having clear reasons for
academic and career pursuits are closely associated with degree completion. As a potential
solution to high first-year dropout rates, they suggest increased opportunities to complete
occupationally relevant projects, career interest inventories, and to experience how academics
are applied in the workplace. These practices help tie the student’s classroom experiences and
skills acquisition with their future career choice.
Willcoxson et al. (2011) claim there is no one-size-fits-all solution to post-secondary
school dropout and individual experiences vary by school and year of study. However, common
reasons for dropout among all post-secondary grade levels were “not having a clear reason for
attending university and not being enrolled in the degree of choice” (p. 347). Students tend not to
connect the long-term benefits of their degree to their career choice until their final years of
study. Mui and Khimm (2012) report that the Obama administration is prioritizing increased
college graduation rate goals by 2020. However, students may not be prepared for college level
work while at the same time many schools do not offer adequate guidance for students to
succeed. Without clear academic and career goals “students may not see the payoff in finishing
college” (Mui & Khimm, 2012, p. 23). Carlozo (2012) suggests that most students apply a
simple cost benefit analysis to the decision to dropout. Like any other investment, they ask if
they will be ahead financially if they leave school without credentials versus accruing four years
of loan debt. Unfortunately, dropping out with any amount of loan debt may prove worse than
accruing more debt, but earning a degree.
Student loan debt. Recent media reports state that student loan debt has surpassed
consumer credit for the first time in U.S. history totaling between $848 billion to more than $1
trillion, depending on the source (Chopra, 2012; Federal Reserve Bank of New York, 2012;
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Mitchell, 2012; U.S. Department of Education, 2011). According to the Consumer Financial
Protection Bureau (2012) “roughly $864 billion is outstanding federal student loan debt while the
remaining $150 billion is in private student loans” (para. 1). The potential of high student loan
debt and college cost are strong factors in determining whether to transition immediately into
post-secondary studies following secondary school graduation. Pryor et al. (2010) state “in a new
question we introduced in the 2010 CIRP Freshman Survey, almost two-thirds of incoming
students reported that the ‘current economic situation significantly affected my college choice’
(20.0% ‘agree strongly’ and 42.1% ‘agree somewhat’)” (p. 7). This is confirmed by Mitchell
(2012) who recounts the story of a student leaving a four-year university for a community
college, which saved him from accruing more than $5,000 in student loan debt annually. His
college costs were then covered exclusively by financial aid, including federal grants. As costs
increase and the ability to pay decreases, Pryor et al. (2010) report a continued effort by families
to use multiple funding sources and strategies in order for their students to attend college.
Additionally, Pryor et al. (2011) note a downward trend in the dollar amount and frequency of
scholarships awarded.
According to Pryor et al. (2011) in the ten year period between 2001 and 2011 the
number of students using loans increased from nearly 8% to 52.2% with the number of students
taking large loans ($10,000 or more) to pay for first year expenses more than doubling to 13.3%.
They further state fewer students contributed money from their own earnings, instead relying on
student loans to complete post-secondary education. Simon and Barry (2012) state that the rise
college tuition and dependency on loans is causing students to consider costs carefully when
choosing a college. They cite reports that the number of households owing more that $50,000 in
college debt has more than tripled since 2001 with over three million households owing
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significant educational debt. Borrowing for school does not always make economic sense, but
students who borrow and dropout are much less likely to be able to repay than those who
graduate (Mitchell, 2012).
The combination of post-secondary dropout and student loan debt creates an entirely new
problem. “Many new graduates are having trouble finding well-paying jobs even as payments
come due, and a growing number of students are dropping out of school, meaning they are left
with debts but no degree” (Mitchell, 2012, para. 11). Cunningham and Kienzl (2011) state that
“from 2004 to 2009, 33% of undergraduate federal student loan borrowers who left without a
credential became delinquent without defaulting and 26% defaulted, vs. 21% with a credential
who became delinquent without defaulting and 16% who defaulted” (p. 5).
Due to post-secondary attrition, historically high levels of student loan debt, and a
decreased ability to pay off these loans, students must leave high school not only with a diploma,
but also with clear academic and career goals. Gap year is one method of clarifying these goals.
Gap Year Definition, History, and Growth
Gap year definition. As stated previously, a break or time off between two life events is
referred to by many names – year off, year out, gap year, year in industry, bridge year, or
volunteer tourism. The term varies due to length of time, the activities undertaken, and the
context of when the event occurs in the life span of the participant. Many view gap year as a year
off or perhaps an opportunity available only to affluent young people (Bull, 2006). However, a
gap year can vary in style from a completely unstructured backpacking trip across Europe to a
structured, curriculum based program that awards college credit. Simpson (2005) states that
while gap years may involve a wide variety of activities, they typically “include periods of work,
either paid or voluntary, and often some form of travel” (p. 447). This event can occur between
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any two life events – high school and college, undergraduate and graduate school, college and
starting a career, or between careers. Most terms for this formal break, by name, imply a period
of twelve months. In reality this event may vary in length depending on the individual situation.
Some define gap year as a break of one year to fifteen months between high school and postsecondary education (Birch & Miller, 2007; Heath, 2007). Jones (2004) finds fault in the terms
gap year and year out as “neither represents a tightly-defined phenomenon” (p. 8). Because of
the diverse nature of gap year programs, Jones (2004) defines gap year as “any period of time
between 3 and 24 months which an individual takes ‘out’ of formal education, training or the
workplace, and where the time out sits in the context of a longer career trajectory” (p. 8). Engle
(2010) agrees that even a break of three months duration can be considered a gap year as “a precollege break can be similar to a semester or year spent studying abroad” (p. 20). Regardless of
the variance in duration, the most commonly used term to describe a planned break in a student’s
academic and career plan is called gap year (Gergerich, 2003; Heath, 2007; Jones, 2004; King,
2011; Martin, 2010; Simpson, 2005; Sparks, 2010; Wood, 2007).
Gap years are categorized as either structured or unstructured. Jones (2004) described
structured gap years as “those set up, managed and facilitated by a providing organisation” (p. 9).
Most structured gap year programs involve some variety of training and instruction prior to
placement in an organized event. Six types of activities are commonly part of a structured gap
year: work (paid or voluntary), learning, travel (organized or independent) and leisure. The
typical gap year participant undertakes a combination of these activities during a gap year, often
spending some months working to fund volunteer placement or travel (Heath, 2007; Jones,
2004). Unstructured gap years are simply events that are undertaken individually without the
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assistance of an organizing body (Jones, 2004). An unstructured gap year may include events
similar to a structured gap year, while the burden of planning is placed on the participant.
Having a plan is what differentiates participation in an unstructured gap year and simply
taking a year off. Some authors express concern about blindly advocating for students to take a
year off between high school and college. As DeLuca (2008) states:
Students deferring enrollment at elite universities are very different from students who
delay community college entrance because of financial hardships or poor academic
performance. We need to make sure we aren't comparing apples with oranges and
advocating for general policies without considering differences among students. (para. 3)
Jones (2004) further stresses the importance of differentiating between a person participating in
an unstructured program and one who is not in education, employment or training (NEET).
“NEETs are not young people engaged in a gap year because of both the lack of their taking a
break from a longer-term career trajectory and also the lack of participation in activities” (Jones,
2004, p. 32). Jones (2004) recognizes that the determined value of a program is not based solely
on it being structured or unstructured while Heath (2007) submits that the gold standard of all
forms of gap year is the one that is well-structured and purposeful to the individual’s long-term
goals.
Reasons for taking a gap year vary as much as the potential gap year activities
themselves. Across the literature, common themes for taking a gap year emerge:
To take a break from formal education or work; to gain a broader horizon on life; to
experience different people, culture and places; to gain personal life skills; to enhance CV
in relation to gaining university entry or employment (in a general sense); to earn money;
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to make a contribution to society (civic engagement); to help people (altruism); to meet a
challenge; to have fun; religious motivations. (Jones, 2004, p. 37)
Simpson (2005) simply states that the primary reason is “to seek out difference, to leave the
ordinary in search of the extra-ordinary” (p. 461). Others claim that gap year participants gain
life skills and increased maturity (Wood, 2007).
Where a student spends his or her gap year is as important to the experience as the type
and length of the event. While one can participate in a gap year program without leaving the
comforts of home, volunteering with a charity in a foreign country is a very popular gap year
pursuit. Volunteer tourism, as it is known, has become a formalized industry that makes it much
easier to study abroad when compared to individual internships and unstructured gap years due
to their small scale (Simpson, 2005). Of all the different forms of gap year programs, volunteer
tourism is ubiquitous, with volumes of critique written on the topic. This paper addresses
volunteer tourism in the section on the drawbacks of gap year.
Gap year history. According to Gregory (2010) “gap years are quite common in Britain
and Australia, but they are just beginning to catch on in the U.S.” (para. 1). The practice of
exploration is embedded in Britain’s history and is thought by some to be, at least in part, the
inspiration behind gap year (Simpson, 2004). Additionally, gap year has a strong association
with privilege with some tracing its roots to the Victorian period (Heath, 2007). While it
maintains a strong association with privileged youth, students of all socioeconomic backgrounds
are more commonly undertaking gap year participation (Heath, 2007; King, 2011; Simpson,
2005).
Others attribute gap year participation primarily to the factors of poor academic
achievement, lack of motivation, and the inability to finance a post-secondary education. Birch
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and Miller (2007) claim “those with low achievement levels on university entrance exams were
associated with those who may put off education due to lack of motivation” (p. 330). They
further state that English-speaking immigrant students who come from families with high
academic achievement “appear to be more motivated to continue with their studying immediately
after the completion of high school” (p. 338). Simpson (2005) recounts that dropping out of
further education and employment was also once an anti-establishment act of rebellion.
However, after Prince William’s gap year in Chile, coordinated through Raleigh International,
she admits that gap year is no longer for people with nothing else to do, but is now “for hopeful
professionals and future kings” (Simpson, 2005, p. 449). Recognizing that gap year opportunities
are no longer limited to the privileged few, taking a gap year allows students to engage in work,
travel, and volunteerism that was previously unavailable to them (Simpson, 2004). King (2011)
further states that the benefit of saving money before attending post-secondary education should
be partially credited for the opportunity opening up to a more diverse group.
Gap year growth. An enormous increase in the number of students participating in gap
year activities in the nineties led to the commercialization of the gap year industry (“Gap Year”,
2004; Jones, 2004). Simpson (2005) states that gap year “changed from a radical activity,
dominated by charities and inspired by the travel of the hippie generation, to an institutionally
accepted commercial gap year industry which helps form new citizens for a global age” (p. 447),
which has professionalized the gap year industry. She further notes that the change in underlying
values of gap year activities has led to a more professional, self-governing, and career focused
industry (Simpson, 2005).
Gap year has been regularly practiced in Europe and Australia for over three decades and
continues to grow in popularity as an alternative to entering college immediately following high
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school graduation. Gap year programs are only now beginning to gain popularity in the United
States as an alternative transition from high school to college (Sparks, 2010). Between 200,000
and 250,000 eighteen-to-twenty-five year old British students participate annually in the wide
variety of available gap year activities while its popularity continues to grow (Heath, 2007;
Jones, 2004; Simpson 2005). Jones (2004) found that 7.9% of all university applicants –
approximately 1,000 students – deferred entry from 2002 to 2003. Similar rises in both gap year
participation and the number of university deferments were reported in Australia (Birch &
Miller, 2007). Jones (2004) recognizes that these figures do not fully account for all gap year
participants as students have increasingly applied to post-secondary schools during their gap year
rather than applying during their final year of high school and requesting a deferral upon
acceptance. It is also difficult to accurately quantify all gap year participants due to the diverse
nature of gap year activities. However, Jones (2004) is confident in the future growth of gap year
based on growth trends over the last decade.
In contrast to the prevalent participation in gap year programs in Europe and Australia,
fewer students are involved in gap year in the United States. According to Gregory (2010),
however, anecdotal evidence from high school guidance counselors and college admissions
officers show that the popularity of gap year is rising among American students. He also states
that according to Tom Griffiths, founder of GapYear.com, U.S. originating web traffic has risen
from one percent to ten percent in the five-year period between 2005 and 2010. The growing
endorsement of gap year programs by universities and government leaders has further advanced
its prevalence as an alternative to a direct transition from high school to college. According to
Simpson (2005) “gap years are now becoming increasingly incorporated into formal educational
and employment structures and institutions” (p.448).
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During a debate on voluntary service in the House of Lords, Baroness Warwick of
Undercliff, then the chief executive of the Committee of Vice-Chancellors and the chair of
Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO), expressed gap year support:
For those thinking of applying to university—again I must declare an interest as chief
executive of the Committee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals—it is essential that they
know that a gap year experience, so long as it is well structured, will be warmly
welcomed. (United Kingdom Parliament 2000:column 1574, as cited in Simpson 2005, p.
453)
Gap year also received the endorsement of Tony Higgins, then Chief Executive of the United
Kingdom’s University and College Admissions Service (UCAS), who, speaking on behalf of
UCAS in 2001 stated that:
Students who take a well-planned structured year out are more likely to be satisfied with,
and complete, their chosen course. The benefits of a well-structured year out are now
widely recognised by universities and colleges and cannot fail to stand you in good stead
in later life. (YOG 2001, as cited in Simpson 2005, p. 454)
In addition to its growing popularity among students, gap years are beginning to receive
endorsement from many top tier schools including Princeton and Harvard. One former dean of
Princeton stated that “the ideal age of an incoming freshman would be over 21 years old,” (Bull,
2006, p. 1), at which time they would have the wisdom and experience necessary to take full
advantage of the university’s offerings and would be less likely to change majors. Harvard has
been recommending a one-year deferment for approximately 40 years with 50 to 70 students, or
3 to 4% of the freshman class, participating in gap year annually. The school, at least in part,
attributes its 98% graduation rate to a great number of students taking time off from study to
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pursue other personal or professional interests (Fitzsimmons, McGrath & Ducey, 2011). Gregory
(2010) recounts the increase in students taking gap years prior to attending Harvard and MIT.
Additionally, he states that Princeton showed even more support when it began funding gap year
trips for 20 first-year students annually, beginning in 2009. Gergerich (2003) notes that many
colleges are amenable to, even recommending, admissions deferments for student as a means of
emotional and intellectual growth. Harder (2006), however, points out that not all schools agree
that gap years are beneficial and only allow deferrals when students present strong reasons and a
thorough plan for their year out.
Simpson (2005) suggests that the acceptance of gap year by educational institutions “has
been achieved through a combination of popular enthusiasm, and the realization of the potential
economic value of youth travel” (pp. 449-450). She further explains that the growth and
professionalism of the gap year industry, and the establishment of umbrella gap year providers
like Year Out Group, came out of “a growing rhetoric about what a gap year can and should be”
(Simpson, 2005, p. 466). As the industry now offers a “set of marketable values that can be
accepted by institutions, desired by parents, and bought by young people” (Simpson, 2005, p.
450) it continues to formalize its practices and policies. Finally, Simpson (2004) notes that there
are important distinctions between commercial and charity organizations and between group and
individual projects. She offers that “it is the commercial sector that has grown most vigorously in
recent years, and propelled the popular rise of the gap year” (p. 682).
Gap Year Benefits
The most in depth research regarding the benefits of taking a gap year comes from Martin
(2010) who conducted two studies from a psychoeducational perspective. The first study
examined the academic factors that predict gap year intentions. It showed that students with low
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academic motivation and performance tend to have less clarity in post high school planning,
which in turn predicts a greater likelihood of a student taking a gap year. The second study
showed that gap year participation positively affected a student’s academic motivation with
significant results, which outweighed demographic differences (Martin, 2010). He readily admits
that further research is necessary to discover “the extent to which participation in a gap year
resolves deficits that may have precipitated post-school uncertainty and gap year intentions”
(Martin, 2010, p. 567).
The benefits of participating in a gap year are difficult to quantify due to the lack of
formal study and intangible nature of the perceived benefits. Heath (2007) agrees, stating that “in
the absence of much existing academic research on the gap year, many of the claims of the gapyear industry concerning the presumed benefits of taking a year out are based on perceptions
rather than on solid evidence” (p. 100). Birch and Miller (2007) confirm that studies discuss only
perceived benefits by participants and not “actual academic outcomes of gap year students” (p.
330). In one statement, Heath (2007) claims that there is “a clear need for systematic research
into the gap year and its impact on students” (p. 100), but then states:
In one sense this lack of supporting evidence barely matters, as the gap year is shored up
by commonsense assumptions that taking time out must self-evidently be ‘a good thing’.
Many students place huge store on the idea of the year out as a life-changing experience.
(p. 100)
In Jones’ “Review of Gap Year Provision” (2004), he states that “no detailed or systematic
research on these issues came to light in the course of compiling the report” (p. 55). Still, he
divides the benefits of taking a gap year into two issues: “the benefit to the individual participant
and the wider benefit to society” (p. 55).
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Benefits to participants. Jones (2004) submits four broad areas in which gap year
participants may benefit personally. He is also forthright in acknowledging that evidence for
these benefits is purely anecdotal and not based on quantitative data. The four areas in which
students benefit are educational performance, employability and career opportunity, nonacademic skills and qualifications, and life skills. Within the benefits of educational
performance, Jones includes the reduced likelihood of dropping out of education, training or
employment. Career opportunities are achieved when gap year students explore different
occupational paths and develop workplace skills that will benefit them later in their careers. Gap
year participants may also gain non-academic skills and qualifications, earning certification in
areas such as sports instruction or vocational courses. Life skills he suggests as benefits include
independence, decision-making, interpersonal skills, problem solving, self-discipline, money
management, leadership, and communication skills, such as teamwork. Jones (2004) provides
this caveat:
There is limited evidence then to cautiously suggest that many types of gap year activity,
largely by virtue of giving participants ‘real life experience’ in new social contexts will
have positive impacts on their ability to tackle academic qualifications. This is a highly
generalised point however and there is a clear need for further specific research. (p. 60)
Heath (2007) adds the participant’s ability to mobilize and capitalize upon all the components
necessary for planning a successful gap year gives him or her an advantage over students who
have not had this same experience. Heath states that the skills they learn are a “vital
component…in the construction of an enhanced ‘personality package’” (p. 93) and claims that
“universities and employers favor gappers for these reasons” (p. 94).
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Community Service Volunteers (CSV) (2002) further explores the personal benefits of
learning career skills. It states that “graduate recruiters are quick to recognise the value of a gap
year where the skills being developed in activities such as volunteering will be really relevant to
the workplace” (p. 1). The CSV makes the claim that the social skills developed during certain
gap year experiences can make the application process to graduate school, and interviews, less
daunting. Gap year participants have more experience to draw from and can articulate the
benefits of these experiences to potential employers or graduate programs. Simpson (2005)
emphasizes the cultural commodities that are earned through gap year participation and valued
by corporations. “Taking a gap year supposedly offers opportunities to enhance one’s access to
both social spaces and employment. Thus, commodities such as broad horizons, personal
development, leadership and teamwork skills have been marketed and sold to potential
participants” (Simpson, 2005, p. 450).
Much of the literature makes claims of increased academic motivation after taking a gap
year. Birch and Miller (2007) state that increased motivation can “lead to a greater efficiency in
the education production function, and this will be reflected in better marks at university” (p.
333), however, this was not supported by empirical evidence. Engle (2010) recounts the story of
a college counselor who says gap year participants are more focused, more motivated, and make
greater sacrifices in being back in school. They approach studies differently than a student right
out of high school. Gregory (2010) recognizes that “a gap year can help reprioritize and focus
interests” (para. 6). King (2011) also notes participants’ reports of increased confidence and
maturity which they not only apply within their current context, but also project “into their future
lives when discussing future employability” (p. 353).
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Longitudinal studies regarding the effect of gap year participation on actual academic
performance do not yet exist. Most of the literature focuses on factors predicting students’
participation in a gap year and anecdotal evidence of increased academic performance upon
returning to school after time off. Self-report measures remain the standard by which researchers
draw conclusions regarding gap years, the majority being positive.
Many speak of their year away as a ‘life-altering’ experience or a ‘turning point,’ and
most feel that its full value can never be measured and will pay dividends the rest of their
lives. Many come to college with new visions of their academic plans, their
extracurricular pursuits, the intangibles they hoped to gain in college, and the career
possibilities they observed in their year away. (Fitzsimmons et al., 2011, “Reactions to
the Year Off,” para. 1)
Bull (2006) states that a “gap year is often described as a pivotal experience, with students
coming back ‘on’ during their ‘time off’” (p. 2). Birch and Miller (2007) provide a statistical
analysis in which they show that taking a year off between high school and college resulted in
higher academic performance for some previously low achieving high school students when they
return. This empirical study has a few shortfalls, however. The study was limited to just one
university and little is known of participants who chose not to attend university after the
conclusion of their gap year. Further, this study focused solely on improved academic
achievement and not the effects of other potential gap year benefits such as increased maturity.
Finally, the Birch and Miller study measured academic achievement only in the first year
following gap year. There is no evidence to support a claim that academic achievement would
continue to increase throughout four years of school. It may taper off and fall back in balance
with fourth year students who did not participate in a gap year. Longitudinal studies with a large
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sample base are needed in order to show a direct correlation between choosing to take a gap year
and actual post-secondary academic success.
Smith (2009) claims financial readiness as a practical benefit of taking a gap year. As he
states that the average student loan of a college graduate is over $23,000, taking a gap year gives
the family a chance to create a realistic budget. He further recommends that American colleges
begin to encourage gap year participation much like European countries which promote a “‘13th
year’ that allows teenagers to earn money, take some courses, and travel” (para. 8).
Benefits to society. Although Jones (2004) admits that the societal benefits of gap year
participation are not supported by direct research, many gap year activities are beneficial. Above
others he notes paid and voluntary work. He believes that volunteer work yields great benefits
due to the effective support systems in place for participants. He further states that structured
programs may offer a greater societal benefit than unstructured gap year activities as independent
volunteers may be less effective when not part of a larger organized effort. Jones sees
volunteering as producing a two-fold benefit, first being the obvious benefit to the communities
and groups served. “The qualitative research also points to the collective impact of volunteers’
personal enhancement through volunteering as an important general component of wider societal
benefit” (Jones, 2004, p. 55). This is the case for in-country volunteering while debate exists
regarding overseas volunteer tourism. One common belief is that “any gap year is arguably better
than none, but certain experiences carry great worth, and are hence deemed to be more
beneficial, than others” (Heath, 2007, p. 95). “Travel and leisure activities offer little
immediately tangible benefit to society although exposure to other peoples and cultures may well
have positive effects on UK society in the longer term (Jones, 2004, p. 53). Jones (2004)
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balances this statement by suggesting that gap year participants are inactive in the labor market,
which means they represent a societal cost as well.
Myths and misinformation. The studies conducted show, at a minimum, that a gap year
can be beneficial to a previously unmotivated student to help clarify his or her post-secondary
goals and to gain maturity. Conversely, conventional wisdom has been that taking a year off
between high school and college was a formula for never returning to school at all. In a study of
300 gap year students conducted by Haigler and Nelson (as cited in Hulstrand, 2010), “90
percent had returned to school within one year and 80 percent within six months,” (p. 53), with
the remainder having generally good reasons for not returning to school. Albeit anecdotal,
Hulstrand (2010) contends that the myth of taking a year off leads to never returning “is waning
in light of increasing evidence that a gap year can be a very productive step toward a successful
college career rather than a retreat from it” (p. 50). He further states that participating in a year of
free exploration can actually lead to more focused career goals.
The most prestigious structured programs may be out of financial reach for all but the
most affluent students, reinforcing the notion that a gap year is associated with privilege (Stehlik,
2010). However, the idea that one must be wealthy to take a gap year is debunked by many
middle class students who work to raise money to pay for their gap year experiences.
Additionally, some programs, like Beyond Borders, offer tuition scholarships or have college
affiliations and award college credits, like Leap Now and Carpe Diem (Hulstrand, 2010). Still
others provide all, or a portion of food, lodging, and travel expenses (Bull, 2006; Hulstrand,
2010). Nelson and Haigler (as cited in Hulstrand, 2010) argue that participation in a gap year
program may actually save parents money as students return more focused on academics as

GAP YEAR ON

24

opposed to non-gap year students who are taking six years to earn a bachelor’s degree due to
numerous changes in majors.
Another myth about gap years is that they are only for those who need a break. A gap
year can also benefit students who simply need time to explore different academic choices and
gain a better idea of a major. A well-structured gap year can help in weeding out bad choices as
well as discovering new ones (Bull, 2006). It is a time during which a student can gain clearer
direction and perspective on life’s pressures, personal values, and goals (Crume, 2005;
Hulstrand, 2010).
Gap Year Drawbacks
While one commonly held belief is that any gap year experience is better than none at all,
each has its potential drawbacks. Jones (2004) lists five: opportunity costs, demotivation to
return to school, wasted time through poor planning, time out disadvantage in some academic
programs, and accrual of personal debt. Opportunity costs include “a year not in education or
employment which has in the overall lifetime perspective a financial cost in terms of lost
earnings and a social capital cost in terms of workplace experience” (Jones, 2004, pp. 66-67).
Without proactive planning, the student may be susceptible to academic demotivation, which
may result in taking a gap year without any benefit. Certain schools may also view gap year
participation unfavorably depending on the student’s field of study (mathematics, for example).
Further, gap year participants may accrue a large personal debt if not adequately funded for a
year out. DeLuca (2011) endorses “pro-active planning for those who want their children to have
both academic and non-academic experiences that enhance their life goals” (para. 7). However,
she cautions against recommending a gap year in all situations, particularly when a bachelor’s
degree is the only goal.

GAP YEAR ON

25

Drawbacks of volunteer tourism. Volunteer tourism has many of the same drawbacks
as other forms of gap year - opportunity costs, demotivation to return to school, disadvantage
from an academic time out, and potential for personal debt. Additionally, volunteer tourism has
come under public scrutiny regarding its ability to deliver on its promises of cultural exchange
and development of personal skills like independence. The issue of safety produces a strange
dichotomy in which organizers need to ensure safety while maintaining a level of danger that is a
marketable commodity attractive to some participants (Simpson, 2005). Heath (2007) contends
that as volunteer tourism organizers have become more structured, students have become more
reliant on the organization. This is “at odds with the assumption that overseas travel provides
evidence of attributes such as independence and self-initiative” (Heath, 2007, p. 97). Still, he
notes, youth travel is perceived as a means by which individuals transform their identities.
Simpson (2005) notes that third world based volunteer tourism activities represent just a
small portion of gap year participants – about 4-5% annually. However, “they are highly visible
to the public and play an important role in shaping popular understanding of youth travel” (p.
448). She states that gap year travel companies create idealized images of destinations for youth
travelers that are presented as universal statements for the areas that they will visit instead of as
specific situations. Student expectations are set based on brochure images and do not always
match the reality of their specific volunteer destination. “Thus, the geography idealised for the
traveller is constructed” (p. 458). In all, this should have no effect on the student returning to
school after participation, but may leave him or her feeling that the experience fell short of
expectations.
Raymond and Hall (2008) comment that many volunteer tourism companies promote a
“reciprocally beneficial form of travel in which both the volunteer and the host communities are
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able to gain from the experience” (p. 530). Realistically, they warn that participation in a
volunteer tourism program alone does not automatically result in increased cultural appreciation
and understanding. They suggest instead that this understanding should be the goal of volunteer
tourism programs and the organizations that send volunteers “can play a central role in
facilitating the achievement of such an objective” (p. 538). Raymond and Hall’s research
highlights three recommendations for volunteer tourism organizers. These are to develop
programs of real value to the local community, to approach each volunteer tourism project as a
learning process rather than just an experience, and to purposely facilitate cultural interaction.
Simpson (2004) agrees strongly with the need for facilitated cultural experiences, as
without them differences between groups get written off through culture. Her interviews with
gap year participants reveal that “students are emphasizing difference and establishing a
dichotomy of ‘them and us.’ Poverty is allowed to become a definer of difference, rather than an
experience shared by people marginalized by resource distribution” (Simpson, 2004, p. 688). She
states “without critical engagement, without the search for commonality as well as difference and
with an apolitical language, a discourse based on cultural ‘explanations’ becomes dominant” (p.
689). Simpson (2005) contends that volunteer tourism programs’ form of cultural contact is not
based on an intentional educational strategy but rather as a default of being present in the
country. Volunteer tourism programs pass off the social interaction experience alone as an
educational process. Simpson’s critique of the volunteer tourism industry concludes with the
suggestion that organizing companies look beyond their marketing and deep into their program
practices to ensure they can truly deliver on their promise of cultural encounters and learning.
Quality assurance. The final drawback presented regarding all types of gap year
programs is the issue of quality assurance. The diversity of gap year programs combined with the
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large number of small providers makes it very difficult to develop industry standards. There are a
small number of large gap year providers who have developed codes of practice and their own
quality assurance measures, but currently no industry-wide quality assurance occurs (Jones,
2004). Year Out Group’s code of practice addresses qualifications for gap year organizations to
gain membership under its umbrella of providers. These address the areas of finance, safety,
security and quality. Additional areas addressed are a commitment to improvement, ethical
standards, and customer relations (Year Out Group, 2012, “Code of Practice”). Jones (2004)
does point out the constraints the industry faces in developing quality assurance programs.
Among these are small organizations with limited resources and the diverse nature of gap year
activities, which make establishing an overseeing body difficult. As the market has grown, there
has been an increase in regulation, but mostly in the form of safety training to assure parents that
potential dangers to their children have been mitigated. Jones (2004) therefore recognizes that
“the Year Out Group’s code of practice is as developed an approach as is possible” (p. 86).
The other side of quality assurance is participant accreditation. Currently accreditation
exists in the form of completion certificates, external skills qualifications, and formal nonacademic qualifications. All of these relate to the specific program to which the participant is
associated. Personal accreditation practices face some of the same issues as program quality
assurance. The diversity of programs is so great that it is impossible to create common
comparisons. Providers feel accreditation removes the sense of adventure and exploration, which
may be off-putting to consumers. Small organizations lack the resources to implement
accreditation plans beyond certificates of completion (Jones, 2004). Jones (2004) places stronger
emphasis on the need for industry codes of practice over personal accreditation stating that there
is “no evidence that employers or education institutions desire further accreditation” (p. 88).
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Gap Year Decisions
Influence and access to information. Jones (2004) states that the decision to take a gap
year is influence by three main dimensions within the participant’s social context – school, peers,
and parents. “The available evidence suggests the educational context is the most significant
deciding factor by far for post-school gap year participation” (Jones, 2004, p. 39). Gap year
providers and participants alike recognize the importance of school-provided career advice and
information. Conversely, the lack of good school-provided career advice or stimulus from peers
are restricting factors to gap year participation (Jones, 2004). Availability of information has
increased in schools, print media, and on the Internet as the gap year industry has grown (Jones,
2004). Peers and parents may equally influence gap year decisions, but in different ways.
According to Wells and Lynch (2012) “Students whose peers plan to attend college have lower
odds of planning to delay college and also have higher odds of actually enrolling among those
who do not plan to delay” (p. 687). Parents ultimately are the “key gatekeepers in terms of
authority, funds, and support” (Jones, 2004, p. 40) and are therefore an important influence on a
young person’s decision to take a gap year.
Process and costs. Even if a student makes the decision early in her senior year to take a
gap year after graduation, educators recommend that she still applies to her college of choice and
requests a deferment upon acceptance (Gregory, 2010; Hulstrand, 2010). In their article on
college burnout, Fitzsimmons et al. (2011) state that students should choose a college “not
simply by…reputation, but because it is the best fit” (“Some Early Remedies,” bullet 3). Many
believe that a packed senior year and rushed college admissions and testing are partially to blame
for students not thoroughly exploring their academic, career, and personal goals in order to find
the best college match. Out of fear of being left behind, students apply early to colleges that are

GAP YEAR ON

29

not the best fit for them academically or personally, leading to burnout or more serious ailments.
“No matter which path they take, students who can find ways to reduce stress and use the senior
year well arrive at college much better prepared to take full advantage of their first year of
college” (Fitzsimmons et al., 2011, “Using the Senior Year,” para. 6). Heath (2007) stresses that
students should “bring an appropriate level of seriousness to their gap year planning in order to
maximise the benefits” (p. 94).
Parents and students must seriously consider the financial cost of gap year participation.
Jones (2004) offers six methods of payment: parental contributions, savings, loans, sponsorship,
paid work, and subsistence expenses included. He confirms that data does not exist showing the
number of participants utilizing each form of funding but does offer that the “stereotypical
affluent middle class gap year participant who is [being] entirely funded for a year at the expense
of their parents is in fact rare” (p. 43). Also, the use of loans for gap year experiences has
decreased as the cost of attending post-secondary education has increased. “Sponsorship clearly
is attached to certain kinds of gap year activity – volunteering or other civic contribution
activities, for example – and is actively encouraged by many specialist gap year providers”
(Jones, 2004, pp. 43-44). Additionally, he suggests that some programs provide subsistence
support in the form of food, travel, and accommodations. Engle (2010) reports that AmeriCorps
provides for living expenses and gives the participant over $5,000 to use for college expenses.
Scholarships may also be available, but out-of-country volunteer work is typically at
participant expense. A gap year adventure could potentially cost as much as college tuition with
some programs ranging from $30,000 to $40,000 dollars (Engle, 2010; Gregory, 2010).
Occupational Outlook Quarterly (OOQ) (“Creating the Perfect Gap Year”, 2009) states that the
expenses covered are dependent on the type of program in which the participant is enrolled and
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warns that many gap year providers charge a fee for their services, too. A well-planned gap year
requires that the participant consider finances early in the planning process. Jones (2004)
remarks that anecdotal “evidence suggests that some young people may plan a gap year several
years in advance and undertake paid work with that objective in mind” (p. 43).
The common theme that runs throughout the decision making process is planning.
Whether in regard to choosing the gap year activity (work, volunteerism, or study), the location
(local or abroad), or funding (work, loans, or personal contribution), early, thorough planning is
essential. It is the difference between simply taking a year off and having a year on, full of
enriching experiences.
Application
The intended audience for this project is high school parents, teachers, school counselors,
and other educators. School counselors and teachers have a strong influence on student postsecondary education choices. Relying solely on their own experience or knowledge regarding
gap year opportunities could mistakenly perpetuate myths surrounding legitimate programs and
activities. A firm understanding of the benefits of gap year participation will allow educators to
guide the right students toward gap year options. Additionally, by knowing the drawbacks of gap
year participation, teachers and counselors can assist students in planning a positive gap year
experience. Parents will also benefit from understanding more about gap year opportunities.
With the number of options and potential cost, parents also benefit from understanding more
about gap year opportunities. A common first reaction to their student’s suggestion of taking a
gap year will probably be negative. These initial reactions can be dispelled if they are provided
with accurate information. The active role of guidance and counseling in high school to help
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students develop post-secondary education goals is imperative. It ensures that students make
informed choices regarding gap year participation (Martin, 2010).
Parent, Student, and Educator Presentation
The basic application of this project is to present the findings of this research to teachers,
school counselors, high school students and their parents to increase awareness of gap year
opportunities between high school and college. Martin’s (2010) findings “support the role of
guidance and counseling in the senior school years to help students develop post-school plans”
which will “better ensure that students who decide to take a gap year are doing so from an
informed position” (p. 572).
This presentation, called “Gap Year, a Year On” (Appendix A) is designed to fill a block
of approximately 60 minutes. It addresses the following topics:
•

Gap year – what it is and what it is not

•

Types of gap year activities

•

Benefits of gap year participation

•

Drawbacks of gap year participation

•

Ideal gap year candidates

•

Deciding to take a year on

•

Gap year planning process
o Finances
o College admissions and deferment

•

Gap year programs
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Fact Sheet and Resource Website
This one page, tri-fold fact sheet (Appendix B) includes links to resources addressed in
the parent, student, and educator presentation (See Appendix A). It is intended to be used as a
handout after the presentation and to be left on display in school guidance offices. Further, this
information will be posted and maintained at www.gapyearon.com for at least twelve months
following the defense of this project.
Conclusion
In summary, the literature lacks longitudinal studies that compare cohorts of gap year
participants to those who have transitioned immediately into post-secondary education or into the
workforce, making the benefits of gap year participation purely speculative. Conversely, there
are no studies showing that academic and career plans are significantly harmed, or that life
courses are negatively impacted due to participation in gap year programs. While it was not
shown that participation in just any program is better than doing nothing at all, negative effects
on academics by taking a year out appear negligible. Post-secondary dropout rates combined
with rising tuition costs and student debt emphasize the importance of having clear academic and
career plans prior to graduating from high school. The overwhelming message throughout the
literature suggests students and their families should place great importance and attention to the
decision and planning process regarding gap year participation. Gap year programs are no longer
adventures simply for the rich as there are gap year activities that fit every situation and budget.
Having clear goals and expectations regarding a gap year participation are the keys to success,
whether students are using the time out as a means to get ahead in school or work, or for personal
enrichment.
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Parents and educators need awareness of the variety of gap year activities, their costs
(opportunity and financial), and their potential benefits and drawbacks to support academic and
career planning. The “Gap Year, a Year On” presentation (Appendix A) serves as a newcomer’s
guide to the world of gap year opportunities. Awareness of the benefits and drawbacks gleaned
from the literature will help parents and students make smart choices that fit their individual
situation and needs. Gap year providers change rapidly. By providing parents and educators with
a broad overview of gap year opportunities and identifying the larger umbrella services that serve
as clearinghouses for smaller gap year organizers, this information can more easily remain
relevant. Ultimately, the information presented will get parents and students off to a good start in
planning a gap year on.
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Appendix A

“Gap Year, a Year On”
Type: PowerPoint presentation
Length: ~60 minutes
Audience: Parents, High School Students, and Educators
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Notes:
As the cost of tuition and level of student loan debt continues to rise, it is imperative that
secondary school students develop clear academic and career goals prior to graduation. These
plans assist students in the efficient completion of post-secondary education and training. Gap
year is an alternative to the direct high school to college transition. Planning a successful gap
year requires information about the benefits and drawbacks of gap year participation in order for
students and parents to make smart choices that fit within each individual’s academic and career
plan and unique family and financial situation.
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Notes:
Taking a year off between high school and post-secondary education or work is known by many
names – year out, bridge year, sabbatical, volunteer tourism, and gap year. That time out ranges
from 3 to 24 months depending on the individual’s plan.
A gap year is intentional, planned, and part of the long term course toward certain academic and
career goals. It is not, unplanned, unemployment, a vacation, or laziness.
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Notes:
There are two main types of gap year activities, Structured and Unstructured.
Structured essentially means that it is premeditated and planned, most likely with the assistance
of a company or group that specializes in organizing gap year programs.
Unstructured means that it is planned by the individual, not an organizing body. Structured and
Unstructured do not equate to “Good” and “Bad”.
A structured gap year is well planned and purposeful with clear outcome goals in mind (perhaps
to learn a new language, help with a community volunteer project, or travel to foreign country).
They typically include some sort of support system and/or curriculum
An unstructured gap year can yield similar results, just without the assistance of an organizer.
The itinerary may be less rigid as a result allowing for greater variation to the plan.
An unstructured gap year CAN include all the same activities as a structured gap year, although
they are often more open to variation.
These are the types of activities one might see with each – structured and unstructured.
Work, study, and travel can be part of each type.
A combination of any of these is also possible.
Many structured volunteer tourism gap years begin with a few weeks of training (safety, culture,
language) before moving to a foreign country. College credit might even be earned.
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Notes:
While academic studies confirming the benefits of taking a gap year are virtually non-existent,
anecdotal evidence exists, in the form of participant and provider interviews, that supports these
benefits.
One study showed that academic motivation was positively affected by taking a gap year
(Martin, 2010).
Other benefits from the accounts of participants and organizers of gap year programs are:
• Greater efficiency in completing education as well as better marks
• Reprioritizing goals
• Increased focus
• Confidence and maturity
Four main benefit areas (Jones, 2004):
• Educational performance – reduced likelihood of dropping out of education, training, or
employment
• Employability and career opportunities – exploring different occupational paths and
developing workplace skills
• Non-academic skills and qualifications – sports instruction or vocational courses
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• Life skills – decision making, teamwork, independence, interpersonal skills, problem solving,
money management, leadership, communication skills
One very practical benefit is financial. Gap year provides time to earn money and develop a
workable budget (Smith, 2009)
There is also the argument that volunteer work, particularly that from a well structured
organization, can provide a great benefit to society (Jones, 2004).
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Notes:
While one commonly held belief is that any gap year experience is better than none at all, gap
year participation has its potential drawbacks.
Five drawbacks (Jones, 2004)
• Opportunity costs – time (out of life and workforce) and money (lost earnings)
• Demotivation to return to school
• Wasted time through poor planning – can yield a year without any benefit
• Time out disadvantage in some academic programs – math majors
• Accrual of personal debt
Drawbacks of volunteer tourism (Simpson, 2004; Simpson, 2005)
• Inability to deliver on promises of
• Cultural exchange
• Personal skill development
• Safety
• Idealized view of destinations don’t match reality of experience
• Quality assurance
• Participant accreditation

46

GAP YEAR ON

47

The diversity of gap year programs and the prevalence of so many small organizations makes
standards development and enforcement nearly impossible (Jones, 2004).
Larger gap year providers (like those we will look at shortly) have developed codes of practice
and typically develop their own safety requirements as well.
For the same reasons – diversity and variety of gap year programs and small organizations
without resources – participant accreditation varies from group to group. Short of non-academic
certifications (i.e., sports instruction) few programs offer accreditation beyond certificates of
completion.
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Notes:
There is not one ideal demographic for which gap year is the perfect solution.
Gap year can benefit anyone, depending on his or her motivation for taking a gap and how well
the year is planned.
That being said, those without clear academic and career goals may have a more difficult time
transitioning right from high school to college. A well planned gap year can be a viable
alternative for this type of student.
Financial need is another reason for taking a gap year. Perhaps the sole goal of the year out is to
earn money to pay for school or one could choose his or her job in order to earn money AND
learn specific work skills or explore career options.
Many top tier schools like Princeton and Harvard have been recommending gap years for
decades. Many will accept requests for deferments if the student has a clear plan for the gap year
and can express how it will benefit him or her academically.
It must be noted that not ALL schools support taking a gap year. Particular departments (i.e.,
math) may feel that a gap in instruction is detrimental to the academic plan.
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Notes:
The decision to take a gap year is influenced by three main dimensions within the participant’s
social context (Jones, 2004)
• School – academic and career planning; access to information; connections to past
participants
• Peers – If friends are attending college, the student is likely to as well. If friends are taking a
gap year, the student may likely wish to as well (Wells & Lynch, 2012).
• Parents – gatekeepers in terms of authority, funds, and support
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Notes:
The financial cost of gap year participation needs serious consideration. Be realistic about what
you can and cannot afford just as you would with college tuition planning.
Costs can be significant, so do your research and account for all expenses.
Six methods of financing a gap year (Jones, 2004):
• Parental contributions
• Savings
• Loans
• Sponsorship – attached to certain kinds of programs like charities and civic volunteering
• Paid work
• Subsistence expenses included – offered by some programs to include lodging, travel, and
food
Many overseas volunteer programs are unpaid and do not include travel costs. The companies
that organize these programs often charge a fee. The most expensive “adventure” gap year
programs can cost between $30,000 and $40,000 (Engle, 2010; Gregory, 2010)
Even if a student has decided to take a gap year early in the senior year, educators still
recommend that she apply to her college of choice and request a deferment (Hulstrand, 2010;
Gregory, 2010).
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Notes:
This is a current list of the top gap year providers. Most of these are “umbrella” organizations –
either they have organized small providers as members or they provide links to other providers.
We can briefly visit their web pages now.
Year Out Group is a British company. It is included here because it has been in the business for
almost 15 years and has been a leader in developing codes of practice and safety policies. The
website also provides general information regarding gap year decision-making.
Global Citizen Year has a focus on immersive experiences in the developing world. It was
launched less than five years ago, but quickly raised capital to become one of the stronger
programs available.
AmeriCorps offers 75,000 opportunities to serve in a variety of ways in communities
throughout the United States. Through AmeriCorps NCCC (National Civilian Community
Corps), 18-24 year olds serve for 10 months and receive a living allowance (~$100/week),
housing, meals, and a Segal AmeriCorps Education Award worth up to $5,500 for full-time
college expenses.
USA Gap Year Fairs organizes over 30 gap year fairs annually between November and March.
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Their website is organized by state or by date. They also provide links to various programs and
the speakers who are present at each gap year fair.
Planet Gap Year maintains a robust database and provides free on-line information and
resources for gap year planning. Targeted to US students 18-24 years old.
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Appendix B
“Gap Year, a Year On”
Type: Tri-fold quick-reference handout
Length: One page, front and back
Audience: Parents, High School Students, and Educators
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