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Gender inequality is evident in postsecond-

ary education, too . . . but not always in the 

direction you might think. On the one hand, for 

the past three or four decades, the majority of 

college students have been women (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2014a; see 

Exhibit 12.3). And women earn 57.2% of all 

bachelor’s degrees, 60% of all masters’ degrees, 

and 51% of all doctorates (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2014a). Moreover, college 

women study more and have higher grade point 

averages than men. They’re also more likely to 

complete their bachelor’s degrees in four or five 

years (cited in Lewin, 2006).

Yet men are more likely to take rigorous 

courses geared for math and science majors 

and achieve higher grades in those courses than 

women (The College Board, 1998). Many of the 

majors that lead to high-paying or high-prestige 

careers remain dominated by men (engineering, 

economics, mathematics, earth sciences, etc.), 

whereas women are concentrated in fields such 

as nursing, education, and social services (Dey & 

Hill, 2007). For instance, in the U.S., just 18.5% 

of high school students who take the Advanced 

Placement (AP) exam in computer science 

are girls, and women earn only 12% of college 

degrees in the field. At tech companies such as 

Apple, Google, and Facebook, fewer than 20% 

of the technical employees are women (cited in 

Miller, 2015). But this is not just an American 

tendency. Among developed countries world-

wide, only 14% of young women entering college 

for the first time choose a science- or technology- 

related field; nearly 40% of men do so 

(Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development, 2015a).

Some evidence suggests that teachers’ 

stereotypical biases may be at least partially 

responsible for girls’ lack of desire to take math 

and science courses and, ultimately, on the jobs 

they get and wages they earn when they become 

adults. For example, one study found that sixth 

grade girls outscored boys on a math aptitude 

test when the test was graded anonymously. 

However, when graded by teachers who knew 

the students’ names (and could, therefore, tell 

their sex), the boys outscored the girls. By the 
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SOURCE: National Center for Education Statistics, 2014a, Table 303.10.

aProjection

Exhibit 12.3 Proportion of College Students Who Are Women, 1947 to 2023 


