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The continued domination of men in the science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics (STEM) fields remains a concern. Though gender differ-
ences in advanced-level math and science course enrollment have disappeared  
(Riegle-Crumb, Farkas, and Muller 2006) and girls are earning slightly higher 
grades in math and science classes than boys (U.S. Department of Education 
2007), fewer women than men pursue these majors in college (Hill, Corbett, and 
St. Rose 2010).

A study by Linda K. Silverman (1986) suggests that females will eventually 
achieve less than males because they are gradually conditioned by “powerful envi-
ronmental influences” such as the educational system, peers, and parents to believe 
that they are less capable than males. A “hidden curriculum” perpetuates gender 
inequalities in math and science courses. This curriculum takes the form of differ-
ential treatment in the classroom, where boys tend to dominate class discussion 
and monopolize their instructors’ time and attention, whereas girls are silenced and 
their insecurities reinforced (Linn and Kessel 1996). Research suggests that girls, 
especially gifted ones, fail to achieve their potential because of lower expectations of 
success, the attribution of any success to chance, and the belief that success will lead 
to negative social consequences (Silverman 1986).

Figure 8.5    Bachelor’s degrees conferred by field of study and gender, 2009–2010
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Architecture 56.7% 43.3%

Arts and Humanities 38.3% 61.7%

Social Sciences 36.3% 63.7%

Biological/Life Sciences 43.8% 56.2%

Business 51.2% 48.8%

Education 20.5% 79.5%

Health Professions 14.9% 85.1%

Math, Computer Science and Engineering 78.6% 21.4%

Physical Sciences 59.3% 40.7%

Other/Vocational/Technical 58.1% 41.9%

SOURCE: American Council on Education 2012.


