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Are there gender inequalities in education 
and, if so, where do we find them?

What can be done to lessen gender 
inequalities in education?



A comparison to race and class 
based inequalities

• Boys and girls are mostly NOT separated into 
different schools and classrooms

• Boys and girls have very similar levels of 
educational attainment & achievement



Percent male 
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Where do we find gender inequality 
in primary & secondary education?

• Some differences in course taking patterns by 
the end of high school

• Some differences in portrayal of men/women 
(boys/girls) in curricular materials

• Mostly differences in micro level interactional
patterns in classrooms & informal spaces



Micro level interactional patterns

• Barrie Thorne. 1993. “Boys and girls together 
…but mostly apart” (in Gender Play: Girls and 
Boys in School)

• Myra Sadker & David Sadker. 1994. Failing at 
Fairness: How Our Schools Cheat Girls. 



Sadker and Sadker, 1994

• Boys are called on more than girls

• Boys are given more and different kind of 
feedback than girls

• Boys are allowed more leniency for mild 
classroom misbehavior



STEPHEN (calls out): I think Lincoln was the best president. 
He held the country together during the war.
TEACHER: A lot of historians would agree with you.
MIKE (calls out): I don’t. Lincoln was okay, but my Dad likes 
Reagan. He always said Reagan was a great president.
DAVID (calls out): Reagan? Are you kidding?
TEACHER:  Who do you think our best president was, Dave?
DAVID: FDR. He saved us from the depression.
MAX (calling out): I don’t think its right to pick one best 
president. There were lots of good ones.
TEACHER: That’s interesting.
KIMBERLY (calling out):  I don’t think presidents today are as 
good as the ones we used to have.
TEACHER: Okay, Kimberly. But you forgot the rule. You are 
supposed to raise your hand.



Where do we find gender 
inequality at the college level?

• Educational attainment (a closer look)

• Educational achievement

• Payoffs to education

• Gender segregation of college majors



Educational attainment–
a closer look

• Prestige of college/university

• Breakdown by race

• Distribution of educational attainment levels
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Bachelor’s degrees earned by 
gender and race

• Women earn 51% of all bachelor’s degrees 
earned by white students

• Women earn 55% of all bachelor’s degrees 
earned by Hispanic students

• Women earn 63% of all bachelor’s degrees 
earned by African American students



Where do we find gender 
inequality at the college level?

• Educational attainment (a closer look)

• Educational achievement
• Payoffs to education

• Gender segregation of college majors



Payoffs to education



Gender segregation of 
college majors

• 1/3 of all women (or men) would have to 
change college majors for there to be no 
gender segregation

• Gender differences in college majors alone 
explains 12% of the gender gap in wages



Why the math / science 
gender gap?

• Not skill differences

• Girls lack “interest,” but why?

• Impact of gender stereotypes on 
performances and assessments of ability



What can be done to lessen 
gender inequality in education?




