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Figure 1: Gender Gap in Bachelor Degrees Awarded by Field of Study, 1969-2007
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Data Source: Digest of Educational Statistics 2009, Table 268, 299, 303, 305, 312 and 313
Note: The trend line for all fields shows the odds that a BA degree is awarded to a woman, and the
lines for the different subfields show the female/male odds ratio for the respective STEM field.

teachers, the level of exposure to information about STEM fields and occupations, and local

variation in the ways in which such information is gendered. In this paper, we document and

explain the critical importance of experiences during the high school years for the persisting

gender gap in STEM degrees, and we demonstrate how gender differences during this period

are shaped by variations in high school environments across the United States. We show that

these two dimensions of life course timing and local environment open concrete avenues for

policy intervention as well as being of central theoretical importance to our understanding of

the gender gap in orientations to STEM fields and in graduation with STEM degrees from

college.

Our theoretical argument yields a number of concrete expectations that we evaluate with

data from the National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS). In particular, gender differ-

ences in the orientation towards STEM fields are already pronounced in middle school but

these early orientations are unstable. Because early orientations begin to solidify after mid-

dle school, the high school environment plays a decisive role for the persisting gender gap in
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Figure 2: Share of Women in Selected Occupations Requiring Four Years of College or more, 1972 to 2009
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Notes: Data refer to all employed persons aged 16 and older. Between 1975 and 1982, ‘physicians and surgeons’ were described as ‘physicians, medical and os-
teopathic’ and between 1983 and 2002 as ‘physicians.’ The most common level of education for preschool teachers is a postsecondary vocational award,
while it is a Bachelor’s degree for kindergarten teachers. After 2003, ‘teachers, prekindergarten and kindergarten’ were accounted for as ‘preschool and
kindergarten teachers.’ 

Source: IWPR compilation based on same data sources as Figure 1.

Trends in Overall Occupational Gender Segregation 
The data on changes in selected occupations suggest a differentiated picture, with some occupations becoming increasingly inte-

grated over time, other occupations showing little movement towards a greater gender balance, and others showing increased segre-
gation. The ‘Index of Dissimilarity’ provides an analytical tool for assessing which occupational trends are typical for the labor market
as a whole. The Index measures how many women or men would have to change occupations to achieve the same gender composi-
tion in each occupation as in the civilian labor force overall. Each person is given equal weight, so that changes in larger occupations
affect the index more than smaller ones; changes in the size of occupations also affect
the level of the index even when no change in the gender composition of occupations
occurs. The index ranges from 0 (complete integration) to 1 (maximal segregation;
Duncan and Duncan 1955).3

Tracking change in the Index of Dissimilarity between 1972 and 2009, Figure 3
shows that during the first 25 years of that period there was significant reduction in
occupational gender segregation of the civilian labor force. The Index for all workers
fell from 0.68 in 1972 to 0.50 in 2002, when it was at its lowest point, a dip of 26 per-
cent. Yet, in 2009 and most of the years since 1996, the index has hovered around
0.51. The trend towards integration appears to have stalled; there has been no further
progress towards occupational gender balance. 

After initial gains for women
computer programmers, their

share of the occupation has
fallen consistently since 1989,

and women’s share of civil 
engineers peaked in 2005.

(Hegewisch et al., 2010)


