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Executive Summary
Between 1970 and 2001, women went from
being the minority to the majority of the U.S.
undergraduate population, increasing their
representation from 42 percent to 56 percent of
undergraduates (Freeman 2004). Projections to
2013 indicate that women’s undergraduate
enrollment will increase to 8.9 million or 57
percent of the undergraduate population (Gerald
and Hussar 2003, table 19). Consistent with these
enrollment changes, women surpassed their male
peers in educational expectations and degree
attainment over the last 30 years (Freeman 2004).
While in the aggregate, women have made great
progress in gaining access to and completing
postsecondary education, gender differences are
not uniform across all groups (King 2000; Horn,
Peter, and Rooney 2002). For example, among all
undergraduates enrolled in 1999–2000, women
made up 63 percent of Black undergraduates, 62
percent of students age 40 or older, and 70 percent
of single parents (Horn, Peter, and Rooney 2002,
table 3.1). The purpose of this study is to draw on
several publications and postsecondary datasets to
provide a detailed account of gender differences in
undergraduate education. Specifically, the analysis
examines gender differences in rates of
participation and completion of undergraduate
education, focusing on changes over time in
college enrollment, associate’s and bachelor’s
degree awards, and the demographic and
enrollment characteristics of undergraduate men
and women. The analysis also examines trends in
high school academic preparation, postsecondary
persistence and degree completion, and early labor
market outcomes among bachelor’s degree
recipients.

The findings are based on data from the
following studies:
•

The Integrated Postsecondary Education
Data System (IPEDS) and Current
Population Survey (CPS);

•

Three administrations of the National
Postsecondary Student Aid Study
(NPSAS:90, NPSAS:96, and
NPSAS:2000), a cross-sectional survey of
all postsecondary students enrolled in a
given academic year;

•

Two high school cohorts (the High School
and Beyond Longitudinal Study and the
National Education Longitudinal Study of
1988), representing high school graduates
in 1982 (HS&B-So:80/92) and 1992
(NELS:88/2000);

•

Two administrations of the Beginning
Postsecondary Students Longitudinal
Study, representing students who first
began their postsecondary education in
1989–90 (BPS:90/94) and 1995–96
(BPS:96/01); and

•

Two cohorts of college graduates (1992–
93 and 1999–2000) from the
Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal
Studies (B&B:93/97 and B&B:2000/01).

This analysis examines differences according to
gender and changes over time using standard t-
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tests to determine statistical significance.
Statistical significance is reported at p < 0.05.

undergraduates, while Asian women earned 57
percent of associate’s degrees and 55 percent of
bachelor’s degrees conferred to Asian students.
Enrollment projections to 2013 indicate that
women will continue to outpace men in
completions in the foreseeable future (Gerald and
Hussar, tables 26 and 27).

Trends in Postsecondary Enrollment
and Degree Awards
Nearly 14 million undergraduates were
enrolled in degree-granting institutions in 2001
(U.S. Department of Education 2004, table 189).
Between 1980 and 2001, women increasingly
represented the majority of undergraduates, from
52 percent in 1980 to 56 percent in 2001.1 Women
also made up a majority of students awarded
associate’s and bachelor’s degrees over the same
period. The number of associate’s degrees
awarded to women increased from approximately
228,000, or 55 percent of associate’s degrees
awarded, to 357,000, or 60 percent of associate’s
degrees awarded (table 1-A and figure 2-A).
Likewise, the number of bachelor’s degrees
awarded to women increased from 465,000, or 50
percent of degrees awarded, to 742,000, or 57
percent of bachelor’s degrees awarded (tables 1-B
and 2-B).

Changes in Undergraduate Student
Profiles and Enrollment
Characteristics
Over the past decade, women have generally
been overrepresented among older students and
adult students with families. In 1999–2000, for
example, they accounted for roughly 60 percent of
all students older than 29 years (table 2).
However, between 1989–90 and 1999–2000,
women began to increase their representation
among students typically considered traditional
(i.e., students who enroll in college full time
immediately after graduating from high school).
This growth is reflected in the increase in the
percentage of students who were women among
students ages 18–23 (from 53 to 55 percent),
dependent students, who are typically under age
24 (from 52 to 53 percent), and independent
students who had never married and had no
children (from 48 to 50 percent).

The aggregate gender differences in degree
awards largely reflect differences in the majority
or White student population. However, examining
the associate’s and bachelor’s degrees awarded by
race/ethnicity reveals similar patterns. That is, by
2001, women of all racial/ethnic groups
(excluding nonresident aliens) earned a majority
of the degrees awarded. In particular, Black
women earned two-thirds of both associate’s
degrees and bachelor’s degrees awarded to Black
students (figures 2-A and 2-B). Hispanic and
American Indian women were awarded 60 percent
or more of associate’s and bachelor’s degrees
conferred to Hispanic and American Indian

These changes are also reflected in patterns of
degree attainment for the younger U.S. population
(i.e., 25- to 29-year-olds) over the past two
decades. While the percentage of men in this age
group with a bachelor’s degree or higher increased
from 24 to 26 percent, the percentage of women
with this level of attainment increased from 21 to
31 percent (figure A). So, while 25- to 29-year-old
women began the 1980s with a smaller percentage

1 Calculated from U.S. Department of Education 2004, table

189.
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Figure A.—Percentage of 25- to 29-year-olds with a bachelor’s degree or higher, by gender: March 1980–2003
Percent
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NOTE: The Current Population Survey (CPS) questions used to obtain educational attainment were changed in 1992. In 1994, the survey
instrument for the CPS was changed and weights were adjusted. For more information, see http://www.bls.census.gov/cps.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2002). The Condition of Education 2002
(NCES 2002–025), indicator 25; and U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, March Current Population Surveys,
1981–2003.

with a bachelor’s degree, by the mid-1990s, this
trend had reversed.

While women have increased their
representation among younger, full-time students,
who tend to be more successful in completing a
college degree, women continue to represent 60
percent or more of students with characteristics
that place them at a disadvantage in succeeding in
postsecondary education (table 2). In particular,
women make up 60 percent of students in the
lowest 25 percent income level, 62 percent of
students age 40 or older, 62 percent of students
with children or dependents (among married or
separated students), and 69 percent of single
parents. All of these characteristics are associated
with lower rates of persistence and completion in
postsecondary education (e.g., Berkner, He, and
Cataldi 2002).

In addition, as shown in figure B, it appears
that women closed the gender gap for another
characteristic of traditional students: full-time
attendance. In 1989–90, men were more likely
than women to attend full time (42 vs. 37 percent),
but by 1999–2000, a statistical difference could
not be detected in the gender distribution of fulltime students (53 vs. 51 percent). In other words,
both men and women increased their likelihood of
attending full time, but the increase for women
was greater.

v
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Figure B.—Percentage of undergraduates attending full time, by gender and year enrolled: 1989–90, 1995–96,
Figure B.—and 1999–2000
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 1989–90, 1995–96, and 1999–2000 National Postsecondary
Student Aid Studies (NPSAS:90, NPSAS:96, and NPSAS:2000).

Preparation, Persistence, and
Progress Through Undergraduate
Education

men who fell in the highest 20 percent on an
indicator measuring the academic intensity of high
school courses taken decreased from 33 percent to
26 percent, while the percentage of women at the
same level increased from 25 percent to 29
percent and, effectively, closed the gender gap
(table A).3 That is, among 1982 high school
graduates who went on to college, men were more
likely than women to score at the highest
academic intensity level, but no gender difference
was evident among their 1992 counterparts.

High School Academic Preparation and
Subsequent Attainment
A comparison of 1982 and 1992 high school
graduates who entered postsecondary education by
the end of their second year out of high school
revealed a shift in the high school academic
preparation of men and women.2 Between the two
cohorts, women closed some existing gender gaps
in academic preparation and, in some cases, even
surpassed men. For example, the percentage of

Similar patterns were observed for other
indicators of high school academic preparation.
Among 1992 high school graduates, both young
men and women who went on to postsecondary
education were more likely to take an advanced
mathematics course in high school (including

2 The 1982 and 1992 high school graduate cohorts from the

HS&B and NELS longitudinal studies were analyzed because
they provide comprehensive and comparable measures of high
school academic preparation among high school graduates
who enrolled in college. More recent data from the 2000 High
School Transcript Study reported in Freeman (2004) indicate
young women were more likely than young men to take
advanced placement (AP) courses and to take the AP exams.
The same study also reported that among 2001 high school
seniors, young women were more likely than their male peers
to report definite plans to graduate from a 4-year college.

3 High school academic intensity is a composite measure of

students’ highest level of mathematics, total mathematics
credits, total Advanced Placement courses, total English
credits, total foreign language credits, total science credits,
total core laboratory science credits, total social science
credits, and total computer science credits. For more
information, see Adelman, Daniel, and Berkovits (2003).
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Table A.—High school academic intensity of 1982 and 1992 high school graduates who entered postsecondary education
Table A.—within 2 years, by gender
Gender

Bottom

Lower middle

Middle

Upper middle

Top

20 percent

20 percent

20 percent

20 percent

20 percent

26.8
26.7

33.0
24.6

28.9
23.2

26.1
29.0

1982 high school graduates
Male
Female

9.6
11.4

12.7
14.8

17.9
22.5

1992 high school graduates
Male
Female

9.3
9.1

18.4
16.4

17.3
22.3

NOTE: Includes 1982 high school graduates who entered postsecondary education by December 1984 and 1992 high school graduates who
entered postsecondary education by December 1994. High school academic intensity is a composite measure of students’ highest level of math,
total mathematics credits, total Advanced Placement (AP) courses, total English credits, total foreign language credits, total science credits, total
core laboratory science credits, total social science credits, and total computer science credits. For more information, see Adelman, C., Daniel,
B., and Berkovits, I. (2003). Postsecondary Attainment, Attendance, Curriculum, and Performance (NCES 2003–394). Detail may not sum
to totals because of rounding.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School and Beyond Longitudinal Study of 1980
Sophomores (HS&B-So:80/92) and National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88/2000).

calculus and precalculus) and have a 3.50 or
higher grade point average (GPA) in high school
than their 1982 counterparts (tables 8 and 9).
Nonetheless, women closed the existing gender
gap in the highest mathematics course taken (14
percent of men and 13 percent of women had
taken calculus), and in both cohorts, women were
more likely to have a 3.5 or higher GPA than their
male peers (e.g., in 1992, 21 percent of women vs.
15 percent of men had GPAs of 3.5 or higher).

the 1982 and 1992 cohorts in the percentage
earning a bachelor’s degree or higher (41 vs. 50
percent). As a result, among those 1992 high
school graduates who had entered postsecondary
education by December 1994, women were more
likely than men to have earned a bachelor’s degree
or higher (50 vs. 45 percent), and men were more
likely to have earned no more than a high school
diploma (40 vs. 33 percent).
These relationships held even among students
who fell in the highest 20 percent on the academic
intensity indicator (i.e., students who are expected
to go on to college and to have been academically
prepared to succeed once there). So, in addition to
women improving their academic preparation with
respect to men, even among students who were
better prepared academically in high school and
had entered college, women were more likely than
men to attain a bachelor’s degree.

Between 41 and 50 percent of male and female
1982 and 1992 high school graduates who went on
to postsecondary education by the end of their
second year out of high school had earned a
bachelor’s degree or higher, and 33–40 percent
had not attained more than a high school diploma
(figure C and table 11).4 For both cohorts, 45
percent of men had attained a bachelor’s degree or
higher. For women, there was an increase between

4 For the 1982 cohort, degrees were determined in 1992, or

10 years after enrollment, while for the 1992 cohort, degrees
were determined at the time of the last follow-up in 2000, or 8
years after enrollment.
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Figure C.—Among 1982 and 1992 high school graduates who entered postsecondary education within 2 years,
Figure C.—percentage whose highest attainment was a high school diploma and percentage who attained a
Figure C.—bachelor’s degree or higher, by high school academic intensity and gender: 1992 and 2000
Total
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High school academic intensity: Top 20 percent
Percent
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71
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72

82
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24
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13

0
High school diploma

Bachelor’s degree
or higher

High school diploma

Male

Bachelor’s degree
or higher
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1982 high school graduates

1992 high school graduates

NOTE: Includes 1982 high school graduates who entered postsecondary education by December 1984 and 1992 high school graduates who
entered postsecondary education by December 1994. High school academic intensity is a composite measure of students’ highest level of
mathematics, total mathematics credits, total Advanced Placement courses (AP), total English credits, total foreign language credits, total
science credits, total core laboratory science credits, total social science credits, and total computer science credits. For more information, see
Adelman, C., Daniel, B., and Berkovits, I. (2003). Postsecondary Attainment, Attendance, Curriculum, and Performance (NCES 2003–394).
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School and Beyond Longitudinal Study of 1980
Sophomores (HS&B-So:80/92) and National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88/2000).

Postsecondary Persistence and Degree
Completion

years after beginning college. The overall degree
completion rate was lower for the 1995–96 cohort
than for their 1989–90 counterparts, but there was
an increase in the percentage of students who had
not yet completed a degree but were still enrolled
in a 4-year institution 5 years after they had
begun. Among 1989–90 beginning students, 65
percent of women had completed a degree or
certificate or were still enrolled 5 years later,

Comparing students who first began their
postsecondary education in 1989–90 with those
who first enrolled 6 years later in 1995–96, Horn
and Berger (2004) found that roughly two-thirds
of students in both cohorts had either completed a
postsecondary credential or were still enrolled 5
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compared with 62 percent of men (table 12).
Among 1995–96 beginning students, women were
more likely than men to complete a degree or
certificate within 5 years (49 vs. 44 percent).
However, when students who were still enrolled
after 5 years were included in the outcome, no
difference could be detected between men and
women (64 and 65 percent, respectively, had
completed a degree or were still enrolled),
suggesting that men in the second cohort may be
taking longer than women in their effort to
complete a degree.

women in the unemployment rate for bachelor’s
degree recipients.
Among bachelor’s degree recipients who were
employed full time 1 year after graduation in 1994
and 2001, women earned lower average annual
salaries than men in both cohorts. On average,
women earned $5,100 less than men or 84 percent
of male salaries in 1994, and $6,800 less or 83
percent of male salaries in 2001 (in constant 2001
dollars) (tables B and 16). Moreover, in 2001, 31
percent of men earned $45,000 or more, compared
with 12 percent of men in 1994. In contrast, 14
percent of women earned $45,000 or more in
2001, compared with 7 percent in 1994. Thus in
both 1994 and 2001, proportionally more men
earned salaries of $45,000 or higher than women.

Early Labor Market Outcomes
Among Bachelor’s Degree Recipients
The majority of 1992–93 and 1999–2000
bachelor’s degree recipients were employed 1 year
after graduation (over 85 percent; table 15).
However, for both cohorts of college graduates,
men were more likely than women to be working
full time, while women were more likely than men
to be working part time. For example, among
1999–2000 bachelor’s degree recipients, 81
percent of men versus 74 percent of women were
working full time, and 9 percent of men versus 13
percent of women were working part time. Over
the period studied, the unemployment rate for men
did not change statistically (4.8 to 5.9 percent),
while it increased for women (from 4.4 to 6.3
percent).5 Still, for the most recent cohort, no
difference could be detected between men and

Even when controlling for undergraduate field
of study, men earned higher average annual
salaries than women in at least one-half of the
fields examined. For example, in both cohorts,
men who majored in engineering, mathematics,
and science fields earned higher average full-time
annual salaries than women who majored in these
fields ($33,300 vs. $27,900 in 1994 and $45,200
vs. $34,200 in 2001). In other words, in 1994
women with degrees in these fields earned, on
average, $5,400 less than men, or about 84 percent
of what men earned, and 7 years later in 2001,
women earned $11,000 less or 76 percent of what
men earned. Additionally, in 2001, men who
majored in fields related to humanities and
social/behavioral science or health,
vocational/technical, and other technical/
professional fields earned higher annual average
salaries than their female counterparts, while such
a difference was not detected in 1994.

5 The unemployment rate is constructed to approximate the

definition of the unemployment rate used by the Bureau of
Labor Statistics. That is, the rate is calculated as the number
of people who are unemployed divided by all those who are in
the labor force (unemployed plus those who are working;
respondents who are out of the labor force are excluded from
the calculation). The rate includes unemployed (with or
without benefits) for 1992–93 bachelor’s degree recipients
and includes unemployed and waiting to report to work or
laid off for 1999–2000 bachelor’s degree recipients.
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Table B.—Average annual salary of 1992–93 and 1999–2000 bachelor’s degree recipients who were employed full time,
Table B.—by undergraduate field and gender: 1994 and 2001
Average annual salary (in constant 2001 dollars)
1994
2001

Gender and undergraduate field of study
Total
Male
Female

$32,500
27,400

$39,400
32,600

Business/management
Male
Female

33,600
29,900

42,300
39,000

Education
Male
Female

35,100
21,900

29,600
28,100

Engineering, mathematics, and sciences1
Male
Female

33,300
27,900

45,200
34,200

Humanities and social/behavioral science
Male
Female

27,300
26,500

34,600
29,400

Health, vocational/technical, and other technical/professional fields
Male
Female

35,400
30,300

38,100
34,300

1

Sciences include life sciences, physical sciences, and computer/information science.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 1993/97 and 2000/01 Baccalaureate and Beyond
Longitudinal Studies (B&B:93/97 and B&B:2000/01).

Conclusions

gender gaps and, in some cases, surpassed men
over the 10-year period. Also, in the later cohort,
among students who had higher levels of high
school academic preparation, women were more
likely than men to earn a bachelor’s degree—a
difference not found in the earlier cohort. In other
words, women not only narrowed the gender gap
in high school academic preparation, but even
among those best prepared to enter college,
women were more likely than men to attain a
bachelor’s degree.

Over the past two decades, the rates at which
women have enrolled in undergraduate education
and attained college degrees increased faster than
those of men. Part of this increase may be related
to an increase in the percentage of traditional
students who were women. However, women are
still overrepresented among nontraditional
students such as adult students with families,
students in the lowest income level, and students
age 40 or older.

Even though women have surpassed men in
some aspects of academic preparation and college
persistence and attainment, as of 2001, their fulltime earnings were lower than those of men. Even
when controlling for undergraduate field of study,

When looking at changes in high school
academic preparation among 1982 and 1992 high
school graduates who entered postsecondary
education within 2 years of high school
completion, women had closed some existing
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men earned higher salaries than women in several
fields—including the combined field of
mathematics, science, and engineering, as well as
the field comprising humanities, and social and

behavioral sciences—indicating that some of the
gains women made in postsecondary education
may not be realized off campus.
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