Too Many Women in College?

Suddenly, the media—and Laura Bush—are concerned about an education
gender gap. Funny, no one was scared when men were on top.

BY PHYLLIS ROSSER

Although American women still struggle forbeen able to translate that success into equitable
parity in many arenas, we have outpaced men innaney and poweConsider these disparities as well:
least one: undgraduate college education.

Currently 57.4 percent of bachelsrdegrees in the * Women currently earn nearly 59 percent of
United Sates are earned by women, 42.6 percentby  mastels degrees, but men outstrip women in

men. This is an almost exact reversal from 1970, advanced degrees for business, engineering
when 56.9 percent of college graduates were males and computescience degrees—fields which
and 43.1 percent females. lead to much highgpaying jobs than eduea

tion, health and psychologthe areas where
We should be celebrated for this landmark women predominate.
achievement, but instead it has engenderedResad
the headlines: “Falling Male College Matriculation an  * Despite womeis lager numbers as undgads

Alarming Trend,” or “Admissions Qicers Weigh a and in mastés programs, men outnumber
Heretical IdeaAffirmative Action for Men.” Notice, women in earning doctorates (54 percent)
too, that a major focus of first lady Laura Bish’ and professional degrees (53 percent).

new anti-gang task force is education for b@ys.
she’s been quoted, “The statistics are pretty alarming. < This year the number of women applying to

Girls are going to college much more than boys.” medical school outpaced men for the second
time, but they are only predicted to be 33
Few worried when college students were two- percent of doctors by 2010.

thirds men. But as early as February 199%

News & World Report predicted that the rising tide » Women comprise nearly half of the students
of women college grads could close the salary gap  entering law schools, but they’re miles from
and move women into positions of power as heads  parity as law partners, professors and judges.
of corporations, presidents of universities and polit

ical leadersAt the other extreme, the article sug

gested, college education might become devaluedTESTs DoN’T TELL

considered “a foolhardy economic decision’—as

has happened in other fields after women begin T8HE WHOLE TALE

predominate.

Women may lose a step on the career ladder
even before they enter collegéhat’'s because,
STILL RARE AT THE ToP despite their greater number of bachel@nd mas
ters degrees, women remain at a disadvantage in
What US News failed to mention was thatcollege admissions testing—whichfedts their
women are still a rare presence at the top ranks of #ieeptance at elite schodlie main purpose of the
corporate and professional world despite earni®AT—on which women averaged 44 points lower
more college degrees than men for 23 yé&msnen than men last year—is to predict first-year grades.
undertake stronger academic programs than merHiowever it consistently underpredicts the college
high school, and receive higher average grades tim@mformance of women, who earn higher college
men in both high school and colledayt havert grades than men.

RosserPhyllis. 2005. “Do ManyWomen in College?Ms. Magazine (fall).
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Womens lower scores on the $Aave been In The War Against Boys. How Misguided
shown to arise from several factors biased towargminism Is Harming Our Young Men (Simon &
male performance, including the fact thas ida Schuster2000), Hof Sommers claims that scheol
timed test and rewards guessing—and men tendbtays are “routinely regarded as protosexists, poten
be more confident and risk-taking than women il harassers and perpetuators of gender inequity”
such test situationélso, the SA puts many of the who “live under a cloud of censure.”
guestions in a male context (such as sports), which
can further lower female confidence about knowing Even highereducation policy analysfom
the material. Mortensen, who has a special concern with under

represented populations in higher education, also

In an attempt to even the gender playing fieldees the college gender gap as part ofgetasoci
a writing section that includes language questioetal problem for men and boys. Mortensen says
and an essay was added to thd $ifis yeay after K-12 teachers, 75 percent of whom are women, are
the University of California insisted that the test beot providing the role models and learning styles
more attuned to the skills necessary for college siimys need. Of course, this was never an issue during
cess.This may raise womes’' SAI scores some the decades when college graduates were mainly
what, since writing tests are an area in which thayen, and hastdrawn much notice since the end of
have traditionally outperformed males. the Civil War—the time when women began their

continuing predominance as elementary school

Lower SAI scores keep qualified women fronteachers.
both attending the most competitive schools and
from receiving National Merit Scholarships and If these theories seem to spring from a blame-
other awards based on PSAnd SA scores.The the-women viewpoint, there is a legitimate concern
test biases against women then continue in gradual®ut the decline in male graduates at private col
education, with such instruments as the Gradudéges, where the gap has been greatest (although
Record Exam (GRE), Graduate Managemeptblic universities have also beenfeafted).
Admissions Test (GMAT) and Law School Admissions dicers worry that their collegesalue
AdmissionsTest (LSA). will be lowered by an imbalance of female students:

The lager the female majoritysome saythe less

Thus, women have yet to predominate at thigely either males or females will want to apply
most prestigious colleges and universities, where
graduates are tracked toward top leadership-posi Speaking at a College Board conference sever
tions in societyWith enormous numbers of bothal years ago, admissionsfioérs agreed that a
sexes applying to these schools, the admissid@®-40 female-to-male gender ratio was their upper
offices can choose their gender ratio. In 200bmit. After that, said former Macalester College
men outhumbered women at all the lvy Leagywesident Michael McPherson, “students will take
schools except Brown and Columbi&omen are notice.” Small private colleges are now using what
also significantly outnumbered at universities-spean only be called “male faimative action” to
cializing in engineering and physical sciencencrease male enrollment: actively recruiting men
such as Massachusetts InstituteTethnology in by emphasizing their science, math and engineering
Cambridge and California Institute ®echnology courses, adding sports programs (in violation of
in Pasadena Title 1X), sending extra mailings designed to attract

men and even calling men to remind them of the
admissions deadline.

AFFIRMATIVE ACTION— “Probably no one will admit it, but | know lots

For MEN? of places try to get some gender balance by having
easier admissions standards for boys than for girls,”
The greater percentage of women earnirgid Columbia Universityfeachers College presi
bachelots degrees has given rise to some +eagentArthur Levine toThe New York Times national
tionary theories explaining whyonservative ana correspondenffamar Lewin. Robert Massa, vice
lyst Christina Hof Sommers insists the gap takepresident of Dickinson College in Carlisle, Penn.,
root in the more “girl-friendly” elementary schoohas said that the school now evaluates prospective
environment where boys are turneéitoflearning. male students less on grades and more on measures
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WILL SHRINKING FEDERAL AID AFFECT
THE GENDER GAP?

where they typically do better
such as SA scores. Adds

Goucher College admissions
vice president Barbara Fritze,
“Men are being admitted to

Women may outnumber men on college campuses, but the¥cnools they never got into

also need more financial help to get there—and for this upcd
ing school yearthat aid might be in jeopardyhat’s because the
Department of Education (DOE) is using new data to help cal
late the “expected family contribution"—the amount of money
family could be reasonably expected ttoed for college tuition.
This helps determine how much federal grant or loan mone
student can qualify for

The DOE has used 1988 state tax information in their f
mula for 16 years, since the IRS hadeleased newer data. Bu
when 2001 figures became available—showing that taxes

Mpefore, and déred financial aid

they hadrt gotten before.”
cu

a Massa reported that the

number of first-year males at
Y ®ickinson rose from 36 percent
to 43 percent in 2001 after they
took afirmative action toward

DI men, who were admitted with
L lower grades but comparable
ha%AT scores. Women, mean

decreased over the 12-year span—it looked on paper as i famiyhile, had to be much better

lies could aford to spend more on college.

However congressional Democrats and other educat
advocates gued that lumping together years of gradual t
declines would give an unfair illusion that families suddenly h
extra money in the bankhe use of the new data was blocked f
a time, but last year Congress went ahead with the legally m
dated formula update, prompted by concerns about the grov
cost of Pell grants, the est federal student grant prograrhe
New York Times has estimated that, on average, families with t
same income and assets as they had in 2000 will now have tg
an extra $1,749 for higher education this year

Women, unfortunate)ywill likely bear the brunt of the cut

in aid. Overall, half of women in college receive federal aid

compared to 42 percent of métcording to Melanie Corrigan,
assistant director of the Center for Poligyalysis at the

American Council on Education, women are more often eligible ceeq could be turned on its head.

51N
nen.

for aid because they are more likely to return to school as a
gle parent and because, in general, they earn less than
Additionally, more women apply for financial aid.

While everyone receiving financial aid from program

determined by the DOE formula—~Pell grants, subsidized loans
cHindegrad gender gap may have

hi nuch less to do with ore’sex

and some state or institutional assistance—could feel the pir

than men to make the cut:
Nearly 62 percent of the women
PNaccepted to the school ranked in
X the top 10 percent of their high
Adschool class, compared to 42
Pl percent of the men.
an
NG This new form of dfrma-
tive action, even if begun with
he al| good intentions, could lead to
P®Aad college-admissions policy
What if a university decides it
doesnt just want more men in
attendance, but more white
» men?The whole notion of &f -
mative action as a way to help
disadvantaged populations suc

THE INCOME GAP

S
The real reason behind the

the change might do the most damage to those families earpin

$35,000 to $55,000 per yeahey are often on the cusp of bein
eligible for Pell grants and other aid for lowecome students.

Experts in the field do not predict sweeping dropouts of a _ :
onthe Center for Policjnalysis at

widening of the college gender gap due to the new calculat

and they point out that other economic factors should rebalalnctah

the formula in the future. But for ngwiinancially struggling
women—and men—will have to work even harder to stay
school. —Kathleen Bishop

y

nd more to do with income,
race and class.

Jacqueline King, director of

e American Council on
Education inWashington, D.C.,
decided that media stories about
the decline of white male enroll
ment didnt intuitively jibe with

In
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what she saw happening, so she took a closer |l@kay piece inThe New York Times (“The College
at college student data, analyzing it by sex, aderopout Boom: Diploma& Absence 8ands Many
race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status. She fouimd the Working Class”). Harvard president
the gender gap in college enroliment for students [L&wrence H. Summers goes so far as to call this
to 24 years of age in 1995-96 occurred among lowidening of the education gap between rich and
income students of all racial/ethnic groups excepbor our “most serious domestic problem”—and
AsianAmericans. recent changes in federal grant formulas may-exac
erbate it even further (see sidebar above).
In fact, since 1995, many more women than
men from households making less than $30,000
attend college.The Ia_test available data, fromUPRISING: MINORITIES AND
2003-04, shows there is an even smaller percentage
of low-income males attending college than thef@LDER WOMEN
were in 1995, and they are from every racial/ethnic
group.African American and Nativdmerican stu On the bright side, ethnic minorities have made
dents have the Igest gender gaps—males comprigépressive gains as college students since 1976,
just 37 percent of all low-incomfrican American increasing their percentage in the total student body
students and 36 percent of low-income NativieEom 10 percent to 23 percent. Minority meshare
Americans. Low-income Hispanic men reach @f all bachelois degrees has gone from 5 percent to
slightly higher 39 percent, and low-income whit@ percent. But, again, minority women have-out
males 41 percent (a drop from 46 percent in 1998jfipped them, more than doubling their share of
AsianAmericans have the smallest gender gap, wiidchelors degrees, from 5 percent to 14 percent of
47 percent of that grouplow-income college stu the total degrees awarded.
dents being male.
Not only is that statistic a contributing factor to
Middle-income ($30,000-$70,000) male stuithe overall gender gap, but another contributing fac
dents maintained gender parity with females 10r is that women are the majority of older (25+)
years ago, but since then the numbers have dropgtflents—and that demographic has been returning
somewhatThis may mean that fewer men from th& college in record number$he “oldsters” now
lower end of this income bracket are attending canake up 27 percent of the ungexduate student
lege, says Eugerfenderson, senior research assocPody and 61 percent of older students are women.
ate at theAmerican Council on Education. King found that many of these students were
African American or Latina, attending community
At the highest income level ($70,000 or more§olleges to improve future earnings in health-relat
though, men and women in all ethnic groups attefé fields.
college in nearly equal numbers.
“This story is not one of male failure, or even
No studies have been done to determine wiek of opportunity says King, “but rather one of
more low-income women than men attend colleg@creased academic opportunity and success among
but there are theories. Economist LesStaurow females and minorities.” Indeed, there has been no
suggests that low-income men have been lureddecline in bachelos degrees awarded to men; the
the comfortable salaries of mechanical maintenaridémbers awarded to women have simply increased.
jobs. Low-income women, on the other hand, tdon’
have such opportunities, and without a college Feminists should continue to be concerned
degree, see themselves getting trapped in low-pi§out encouraging low-income and minority -stu
sales or service jobs, says Kimgso, more men dents to attend college, using the current memen

than women work in computer support or high-teddm to give these problems the attention they
factories—jobs that dob’ require bachelds deserve. Butin the meantime, we must remain vig

degrees. ilant about attempts to roll back our educational
gains.The fact is, we're a long way from threaten
Overall, an increasing number of poor anilg corporateAmerica, so dor’ put the onus on
working-class people are dropping out of colleggomen. Maybe it just time to let men try to catch
because of such reasons as escalating tuition andupédo us, for a change.
attraction of high-paying factory work, according to



