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An estimated 18% of youth between the ages of 16 
and 24—mostly racial and ethnic minorities and espe-
cially boys—are disconnected without postsecond-
ary education and sometimes without a high school 
degree. They are neither in school nor employed. 
When students drop out of high school, they have few 
legal means to make a living wage. This and other fac-
tors, including racial profiling, have led to one of every 
three African American boys eventually spending time 
in prison (Children’s Defense Fund 2013). This is a fail-
ure of institutions in our society that has long-term 
consequences, including rates of college education 
(as seen in Table 10.4). The experience of being a stu-
dent is clearly not the same for all, with gender, ethnic-
ity, race, health, and socioeconomic factors shaping 
the experience. 

parents and those who live in poverty (Bloom, Jones, 
and Freeman 2013).

In turn, education levels impact health. Those 
with higher levels of education are less likely to have 
heart attacks, strokes, hypertension, high cholesterol, 
emphysema, diabetes, asthma, and ulcers. They also 
miss fewer days of work, just as healthier students 
tend to be absent from school less often than sick chil-
dren (Picker 2014).

Gender issues make schooling complex. Research 
for several decades showed that boys were given 
many privileges, were favored by teachers, and 
scored higher in many academic areas than girls. 
However, researchers point out the incredible gains 
in recent years made by females, who tend to study 
more and be more compliant in school than boys. In 
Global South countries, however, the picture is not 
rosy. For example, for every 100 boys, there are 66 
girls in primary and secondary school in Afghanistan, 
69 in the Central African Republic, and 68 in Chad 
(World Bank 2013d). Studies show, though, that 
schooling has a very positive influence on the life 
chances of women, their children, and the whole 
society.

Some of the benefits of educating girls include 
“higher wages, greater agricultural productivity, and 
faster economic growth . . . [and] health benefits” 
(Sperling 2006:274). More educated girls and women 

•	 have lower fertility rates, 
•	 are less likely to die in childbirth,
•	 are less likely to have their infants die,
•	 are less likely to contract HIV/AIDS,
•	 have increased labor force participation and 

earnings,
•	 provide better health care and education to their 

children,
•	 lift households out of poverty, and
•	 pass these benefits on to the next generation 

(World Bank 2014b). 

One indicator of girls’ success in education in the 
United States is the “feminization” of higher education. 
Since 1980, more women in the United States have 
gone to and graduated from college than men. In 2012, 
71% of women entered college right after high school 
versus 61% of men. This gender pattern held true for 
all U.S. racial groups: whites (72% vs. 62%), blacks (69% 
vs. 57%), Hispanics (76% vs. 62%), and Asians (86% vs. 
83%) (Lopez and Gonzalez-Barrera 2014). 

Schoolgirls in Kenya wait for classes to begin. Children like this, 
whose parents can afford to send them to school, will have more 
life chances than those who cannot attain an education. Conflict 
theorists point out that inequality is deeply embedded in the 
institution of education. 
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Race College Attendance Rate 

Asian 92.2%

White, non-Hispanic 72%

Hispanic 64%

Black 56%

Males 66%

Females 72%

Source: National Center for Education Statistics 2012; U.S. Department 
of Education 2012.

TABLE 10.4  College Attendance Rates 




