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The enrollment of women in American institutions of higher learning passed that of men for
the first time in 1979. Women now make up about 56 percent of college students in the United
States and earn about 57 percent of bachelor’s degrees. Before the 1970s, however, men were
much more likely to obtain a college education than women, despite the fact that women were
somewhat more likely to graduate from high school. This paper documents trends in college
attainment by gender during the twentieth century, with an emphasis on the post-1940 period,
using educational statistics and analysis of U.S. Census and Current Population Survey data. It
then explores some potential economic explanations for the dramatic closing and reversal of the
gender gap, focusing on the potential role of returns to human capital.

Human capital theory predicts that gender differences in the level or trend of the returns to
college education could help account for differential trends in college attainment. Measuring the
full returns to college education in this setting is complex. | consider three dimensions of the
return to schooling: the college earnings premium in paid employment, the return to education in
non-market (household) activities, and the value of college in the marriage market. The returns
in non-market activities are perhaps the most difficult to observe and measure, but they cannot
be ignored because they play an important role in how one interprets the measured returns in the
paid labor market as well. The value of college in the marriage market is also of great historical
importance, as has been stressed by Goldin (1992).

The preliminary data analysis presented here suggests that the gender differential in college
attainment trends is unlikely to be explained by gender differences in returns to human capital,
either in the narrow sense of individual earnings premia or the broader sense that includes the
value of education outside the labor market. This conclusion is reinforced by consideration of

trends in college attendance and completion across countries. The phenomenon of women’s
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college attainment rates catching up with and surpassing men’s is nearly universal in the
developed world and is surprisingly widespread even in developing countries. This observation
should at least raise doubts about explanations that do not necessarily generalize to other
countries, such as increases in the size or variance of the returns to college education or shifts in

U.S. educational practices that favor girls over boys.

Evolution of the college gender gap during the twentieth century

Rates of college attendance and completion by gender can be obtained from several
different sources. Data on enrollment and degrees by gender and level of education are collected
and published by the U.S. Department of Education. These data essentially represent the flow of
newly educated individuals into the population. Data on educational attainment are collected by
the Census Bureau in the decennial censuses and the monthly Current Population Survey.
Attainment is a measure of the stock of education in the population at any point in time.
However, the “stock” data of the Census can be used to calculate flows by examining attainment
by age cohort.

Figure 1 displays the trend since 1870 in number of bachelor’s degrees awarded by gender.
Men were more likely to obtain a four-year degree until around 1980, when women achieved
approximate parity. The dramatic jump in male college attainment in 1950 reflects the combined
impact of “pent-up demand” for higher education by returning World War 11 soldiers and the Gl
Bill. Since 1980, the gap has gone the other way, with women now about 30 percent more likely
than men to obtain a bachelor’s degree. Figure 2 plots annual series of the percentage of
postsecondary degrees of various types awarded to women since 1960. Women achieved parity
with men in both bachelor’s and master’s degrees by the early 1980s, and the gap has nearly
closed for professional and doctoral degrees.

Using data on educational attainment from population surveys, it is possible to examine
rates of college completion by age as well as for different demographic groups. Figure 3 shows
rates of college completion for 25-29 year old high-school grads in the March Current
Population Surveys for 1964 through 2003. Because these individuals would on average have
received their bachelor’s degree about six years earlier, the timing of the crossing point when
white women passed men is fairly consistent with the evidence on degrees in Figure 2. The rate

of college completion among high-school educated white men has been essentially stagnant



since the late 1960s, while that for women increased by 10-15 percentage points during the same
period. Among blacks, no gender gap is discernible.?

The decennial census began collecting information on educational attainment in 1940, so
attainment figures can be extended further back in time. Figure 4 displays the rates of college
attainment of 25-year-old high-school grads at each census date. Because | am interested in
education attained while in the United States, | restrict the data to the native born, although the
picture changes very little if immigrants are included.* Among whites, the gender gap favoring
men began to close some time around 1960. In stark contrast with the CPS data, the Census data
suggest the emergence of a sizable gap in college attainment between black women and black
men after 1980. I have not yet determined the source of this discrepancy between the sources.*

In interpreting these trends in attainment, one must bear in mind that educational attainment
measures from the Census and Current Population Survey are subject to potentially serious
measurement errors. One problem arises because of a substantial change in the way educational
attainment questions were asked in these surveys. Prior to the Census of 1990 and the March
1992 CPS, the surveys essentially asked for completed years of schooling, not degrees;
thereafter, the question asked for highest degree attained. The usual practice (applied here) is to
use four years of college as the equivalent of a bachelor’s degree, but obviously the first does not
always imply the second. Fortunately, this discrepancy does not seem to vary much by gender,
although it may affect estimates of the college earnings premium differently for men and women
(see Frazis and Stewart 1999). A second problem is the tendency to overreport educational
attainment (Goldin 1998; Black et al 2003). For example, Black et al (2003) show that
respondents to both the Census and the CPS on average overstate their educational attainment.

Among those who reported having attained a bachelor’s degree to the 1990 Census, 7.4 percent

2 One might speculate that the parity of black men and black women in Figure 3 could be due to
conditioning on high-school completion, if black men were less likely to complete high school. However,
the figure looks rather similar if the denominator is changed to population rather than high-school grads.

® Information on nativity was not available for every year of the CPS, so a similar restriction
cannot be made for Figure 3.

* Although misreporting of educational attainment (at least for higher education) seems to be
worse in the Census than the CPS, among blacks there is not a significant gender difference in
misreporting of educational attainment in the Census, so it seems unlikely that this is at the root of the
problem here. | am grateful to Dan Black for checking this and providing relevant data analysis in an
email communication (2/17/04).



of the men and 7.4 percent of the women actually had no degree, according to data linked to the
National Survey of College Graduates. Although this bias is troubling, the fact that there is no
gender difference in the bias is reassuring. Black et al did find a large gender difference in the
reliability of data on higher degrees, with women much more likely than men to report a
professional degree on the survey when in fact they had none, but I restrict my attention to

bachelor’s degrees here.

Potential explanations for the trends

The trends illustrated in Figures 1-4 have of course attracted the attention of scholars and
journalists, and there has been much speculation about their cause. Given the dramatic changes
in the social and economic role of women during the post-war period, the convergence of
educational attainment is perhaps not unexpected; that a gender gap in college attainment
favoring women has emerged and apparently continues to widen is certainly less expected.

Several specific historical events are thought to have had important effects on the timing of
changes in college enrollment and graduation by gender over the past 50-60 years. Well-known
among these are the GI Bills following World War 1l and the Korean War, which subsidized
college education of veterans and helped increase the educational attainment of cohorts of young
men during the 1940s and 1950s (Bound and Turner 2002; Stanley 2003). Availability of the
college deferment to avoid the draft during the Korean and Vietnam wars may also have
significantly increased college attendance for men of certain ages (Card and Lemieux 2001). In
Figure 3, for example, the bubble in college attainment for 25-29 year-old men that peaks in
1976 roughly coincides with the peak years of Vietnam draft avoidance, although there is also a
(somewhat smaller) bulge in college attainment for women in the same years. These wartime
shocks may have temporarily inflated rates of college attendance by men relative to women.
Another, longer-term historical factor was the increased availability of oral contraceptives for
women after the late 1960s, which caused delayed marriage and increased attendance in
professional programs (Goldin and Katz 2002).

The impact of the wars can help account for some short-run changes in the college gender
gap. Even so, significant puzzles remain, such as why the proportions of men attending and
graduating from college essentially stopped growing after the mid-1960s, while women

continued to pour into colleges and universities in growing numbers, starting around 1940 and



continuing to the present day.

Several attempts to explain the difference in trends have focused on gender differentials in
the returns to human capital. In a recent paper, DiPrete and Buchmann (2003) argue that the
return to a college degree in earnings has consistently been greater for women than men,
providing a greater incentive for women to obtain the degree. | note below that this finding rests
on measuring the return to college in terms of total earnings, not hourly or full-time earnings,
which are more often used by labor economists. Charles and Luoh (2003), on the other hand,
observe that while the mean college premium in weekly earnings has increased since the 1960s,
there is very little differential between men and women that could account for the gender gap in
attainment. They do, however, find that the within-education-level dispersion of earnings has
increased much more for men than women. They interpret this as evidence of a relative increase
in uncertainty about the returns to college for men, which has led men to invest less in human
capital than women, given risk aversion.

Non-economic variables may also have played a role. Analyzing recent survey data, Jacob
(2002) finds that the cross-sectional gender difference in college attendance can largely be
explained by a mix of economic factors (such as the return to schooling in the student’s state of
residence) and “non-cognitive” variables (such as reports of behavior problems in high school
and time spent on homework). The economic and non-cognitive factors appear to explain about
equal amounts of the gender differential. Because of data limitations, what remains unexplained
by Jacob’s work is the trend: Have gender differences in the returns to college or in non-
cognitive behaviors— or perhaps the relevant regression betas— actually changed over time? What
is the relationship, if any, between such changes and the “war against boys” that allegedly has

placed males at a disadvantage in school in recent decades (Sommers 2000)?

Human capital and the college gender gap

The standard model of investment in human capital suggests that, ceteris paribus, an
individual will invest in more education if the return on that investment is greater. The
conventional proxy for the investment value of education is the wage premium associated with
increased schooling, often measured as the coefficient on years of education in an earnings
regression or simply as the percentage difference between the average wages for college- and

high-school educated individuals. In the case of gender comparisons, however, it is critical to



consider two additional dimensions of the value of education, other than the return to own paid
employment-- namely, the returns to schooling in non-market activities, such as household
production or consumption, and the returns to schooling in the marriage market (via assortative

mating as well as differential marriage and divorce rates).

The return to education in market and household labor

The return to schooling in non-market activities is not directly measurable using
conventional data, but it does have implications for the measurement and interpretation of
market returns. To see why, consider a simple human capital model that incorporates a time
allocation decision. In this model, education beyond high school is obtained instantaneously and
life after school is collapsed into a single lifetime utility function.® The full return to continuing
education beyond high school can be modeled as the marginal willingness to pay for more
school, given optimal time allocation. Utility is a function of lifetime earnings, Y, lifetime
production of a household good, Z, and lifetime leisure hours, L. For simplicity | assume that
utility does not depend directly on schooling. Normalizing total lifetime hours to 1, the
individual chooses hours of paid labor, h, and household labor, m, which together imply leisure
hours of L =1 - h - m. Earnings in paid employment are equal to the product of the hourly wage
and lifetime hours, where the hourly wage is a function of schooling, s: Y =w(s)h. Z-goods are
produced according to a household production function, and may also depend on s: Z = f(m, s),
with f , f,and f >0, and f,, f, <O.

Given a level of schooling s, the individual’s decision is to choose the h* and m* that
maximize lifetime utility:

U=U(,Z,L)=U[w(s)h, f(m,s)1-—h-m]
Given the optimal choices of h and m, the envelope theorem implies that the marginal impact of
an increase in education on utility is

du *
ds

=U,wh*+U, f

where the subscripts indicate derivatives. Making use of the first-order conditions, the marginal

® Obviously the model abstracts from all issues that involve the evolution of wages and work
decisions over the life cycle.



value of (willingness to pay for) more school is

du /ds =W h*+U—Z f :Wsh*—i_W%

S
Y Y m

1) WTP=

Two implications of (1) are worth pointing out. First, if there is no household production, or
if schooling has no effect on household productivity, then the second term is zero, and the
marginal value of schooling is simply w,h*, the wage effect of additional schooling times the
lifetime paid work hours. In this case, the value of education is not adequately captured by the
educational wage-rate premium (w,) alone, because individuals who work more for pay will gain
a larger total return. Total paid labor hours tend to be greater for men than for women, but it is
also the case that average paid work hours for women have been growing over much of the
postwar period, compared with the relative stagnation of men’s hours (on women’s hours trends
see Pencavel 1998b). In this case the more rapid increase in educational attainment among
women could reflect the faster growth in the total return, including increased hours.

Second, if schooling does affect household productivity, the value of schooling depends not
only on its impact on lifetime earnings, captured in the first term in (1), but also on its effect on
the shadow value of household production, captured by the second term.® That term is the
marginal rate of technical substitution between education and work hours in household

production, evaluated at the market wage. Given the assumptions about the household

production function, for any value of s, the term f_ / f_ is increasing in hours of household

labor, m. Thus if schooling has a significant impact on household productivity, ignoring
household labor and using w,h* to measure the returns to schooling will not only underestimate
the full returns to schooling, but will underestimate it to a greater extent for those who allocate
more of their time to household labor (i.e., traditionally women more than men), ceteris paribus.
On the other hand, as women’s hours of work in the labor market have increased and converged
toward men’s, the size of this bias should have diminished.

Figures 5a-c illustrate some of these issues under different assumptions about the effect of

education on household productivity. The figures assume that the total hours spent at household

® Educational attainment could also affect the value of leisure, of course, with similar implications
to those considered here for household production.



and market labor are fixed (hence the number of leisure hours is fixed), and that the individual
chooses an allocation of labor time between household labor (m) and market labor (h).
Household labor is measured from the left end of the horizontal axis, and market labor from the
right. The hourly wage rate, given schooling, is fixed in the market, while the value of the
marginal product of household labor hours is a declining function of household hours. The
optimal allocation is where the wage is equal to the marginal product.

In Figure 5a, obtaining a college education is assumed to increase only the market wage,
not the household marginal product, as in the first case discussed above. This shifts the time
allocation toward market work, and the total value of the increase in schooling is given by the
shaded area. Note that this area is roughly proportional to the number of paid work hours, and
would be equal to w;h* for marginal changes in schooling. In this case, then, the returns to
college education are captured by the product of the college wage premium and the number of
paid work hours.

In Figure 5b, obtaining a college education is assumed to increase both the market wage
and the household marginal product by the same amount. Therefore the time allocation decision
is not altered, and the total value of the increase in schooling is given by the shaded area.
Because both curves shift by a distance equal to the college wage premium in the market, the
return to education is proportional to the college wage premium and does not depend on the way
labor time is allocated between market and household labor. In such a case, then, the
conventional market measure of the return to schooling using the hourly wage would be a good
proxy for the overall return to schooling for all types of labor.

Figure 5c is an intermediate case. Here college education has a stronger effect on market
returns than on non-market returns (household marginal product). As in 5a, the allocation
decision changes, with more hours spent in the market labor. The proportional return to
education is greater the more hours the individual works in the market but would be
overestimated by the product of the college wage premium and the number of paid work hours.

Because non-market returns to schooling are generally not observable, it is difficult to
know which of these scenarios is closest to reality, but there can be little doubt that education
yields some level of non-market returns: a survey of the evidence is provided by Wolfe and
Haveman (2001). Additional circumstantial evidence is provided by Pencavel (1998a), who finds

that for married women in the labor force, controlling for the market wage, paid work hours and



education are negatively correlated. He notes that this is consistent with a positive return to
education in the household (i.e., education causes an upward shift in the MP of household labor).
How large this return is relative to the return in the market is difficult to know. For present
purposes, it suffices to note that using total market earnings (or, say, annual income, as DiPrete
and Buchmann (2003) do) to measure the college earnings premium is likely to overestimate the
increase in the return to college for women, while using the hourly wage (or full-time earnings)
is preferred to the extent that education increases household productivity by an amount similar to
its effect on market productivity.

The picture is further complicated by a number of factors. First, as a recent paper by
Charles and Luoh (2002) suggests, the decision to attend college may be affected not only by
average returns to education but also by the dispersion of those returns, if agents are risk averse.
They argue that the returns to a college education have become increasingly uncertain for men,
but not women. Second, especially for women, the pecuniary return to a college education is not
merely the effect of education on personal earnings, but also the effect on family income through
the impact of education in the marriage market (via assortative mating), a point I return to below.
Trends in the college premium for individual women within marriage or for unmarried women
could also have an impact on the distribution of consumption within marriage by affecting threat

points in marital bargaining.

Evidence on trends in the college earnings premium for individuals

Figures 6-8 provide some evidence on trends in the individual college earnings premium by
gender since 1964 using data from the March Current Population Survey. These figures show the
proportional difference in median annual earnings between individuals with a four-year degree
and those with a high-school diploma for white, prime-age, full-time, full-year wage and salary
workers, for three different age ranges.” Similar calculations could be made for nonwhites, but
reliability is hampered by small sample sizes within age-education cells in some years. By

restricting the sample to full-time, full-year workers, I eliminate much of the trend in total

" The proportional difference is the difference in logs. A full-time, full-year employee is defined
as an individual who worked at least 48 weeks the preceding year and had usual weekly hours of at least
35.



earnings that would be due to changing hours of paid work.? | use the median rather than the
mean to avoid potential problems caused by changes in the topcoding of earnings. Separate
series are provided for three 10-year age groups between 25 and 54 because the return to
education is expected to vary with experience or age.

Figures 6 and 7 show that the college premium for younger prime-age workers (25-44)
tended to be greater for women than for men through much of the period, although there has
been some tendency toward convergence recently. Other things equal, then, the incentive to
obtain a college degree has been somewhat greater for women than men, at least for those who
intended to be full-time workers. The college premium for young adult workers could be the
most salient signal for individuals deciding whether or not to obtain a college degree, if they
look to the earnings of their older siblings or near-peers. Still, the gender differential is not
large®, and both genders experienced a similar increase in the college premium after the early
1980s, reflecting the well-known increase in wage inequality between (as well as within) skill
groups. It remains puzzling, then, that college attendance by men has stagnated, while that of
women has continued to climb. One possibility is different trends by gender in the within-group
dispersion of earnings noted by Charles and Luoh (2003). In contrast to their findings, however,
a preliminary analysis of my earnings measure reveals little gender differential in the levels or
trends of the 80-20 percentile ratio of full-time earnings for either college- or high school-
educated individuals. Resolution of this inconsistency awaits further analysis. At any rate, the
importance of uncertainty in the returns to college can also be questioned to the extent that
similar trends in educational attainment have occurred in countries where wage inequality has
changed much less than it has in the United States (see below).

Using the census, estimates of the college wage premium can be pushed back in time to
1940. Table 1 shows the earnings premium analogous to Figures 6-8. The college premium was
at its lowest after the “Great Compression” of the U.S. wage distribution between 1940 and 1950
(Goldin and Margo 1992), and has risen substantially since then, particularly since 1980.

Consistent with the CPS data, since 1970 the college premium for young (25-34) women has

® This college premium, then, would be a better measure of the return to education under the
scenario represented in Figure 5b.

% In fact, using the mean instead of the median, there is essentially no gender difference beyond
age 34.
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tended to be greater than it has for men, but this differential is smaller or nonexistent at ages
above 34.

Estimates of the college earnings premium such as these must be interpreted with caution.
The sample, being restricted to full-time, full-year workers, suffers from selection bias, a bias
that may not be gender-neutral and may have changed over time (for example as the labor force
participation rates of women increased). Furthermore, because educational choice is also subject
to selection effects, the measured earnings differential in a cross section may not capture the
increase in earnings an individual could expect were she or he to decide to pursue a college
education.’ Finally, there are various sources of measurement error, such as the tendency for

people to overstate their educational attainment, as noted above.

Opportunity cost of attending college

In addition to the returns to investment in higher education, the human capital model
predicts that schooling decisions should depend on the opportunity cost of the time spent in
college. A measure of this opportunity cost is the pay of full-time, high-school educated workers
in their college years, ages 18-21. The proportional difference between these earnings (men -
women) is depicted in Figure 9. By this measure, the opportunity cost of attending college has
indeed been greater for men than women throughout the past 40 years, but this difference

actually shrank between 1975 and 1985 and has remained relatively small since then.

The return to college education in the marriage market

The conventionally measured return to schooling also fails to capture returns to education
in the marriage market. Given assortative mating, women with more education tend to marry
men with more education and higher earnings (Mancuso 2000). This factor is historically of
great importance. Indeed, earlier in the century, when the labor force participation rates of
married women were very low, the bulk of the pecuniary returns to college for women came
through the marriage market, i.e., from obtaining the “Mrs.” degree (Goldin 1992). Goldin shows

that in 1960 the return to college in the marriage market was largely due to the increased

1 There is, however, considerable evidence that the estimated returns to schooling capture real
increases in market-valued skills rather than mere selection effects (see for example Ashenfelter and
Rouse 2000; Card 2001).
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probability of marrying a more educated man, with an additional return because, controlling for
husband’s schooling, earnings tended to be greater for a man with a more educated wife.

The return to education via the marriage market could change over time both because of
changes in the college earnings premium for spouses and because of changes in the correlation
between spousal education levels (educational homogamy). Clearly the earnings premium
increased after 1950 for both male and female workers. But what about homogamy? Studies of
assortative mating in the United States tend to find evidence of increased educational homogamy
between 1940 and 1970, with the greatest increase in the 1960s, and relative stability since then
(Mare 1991; Mancuso 2000).

The impact of these trends would appear to be in the direction of further increasing the
value of a college degree relative to high school, but whether these effects would be greater for
one gender or the other is not at all clear. If the proportion of a couple’s income earned by the
husband had remained stable over the period, and if education had had a greater effect on market
than nonmarket returns, then increased educational homogamy would have increased the value
of college more for women than for men. But increases in married women’s labor force
participation over the period would have increased the proportion of household income earned
by the wife, thereby increasing men’s pecuniary returns to marrying a more educated woman.
Furthermore, as | have noted, there is reason to believe that education increases the value of
labor in household production, and if this premium has increased over time it should have added
a further return to education for men in the marriage market. Finally, the picture is complicated
by increases in age at marriage and in divorce rates, which have decreased the percentage of
women and men who are married at each age group, diluting any impact of education on returns
in the marriage market. Marriage and divorce rates are in turn related to educational attainment.

Sorting out these multiple influences of education on material standard of living is a
complex task. But a simple-minded, “reduced-form” approach to quantifying the net impact of
college on total pecuniary returns is to compare total family incomes, adjusting for family size.
Table 2 does this for Census income data from 1940 to 2000. Family income is assigned to each
individual in the sample as follows: For individuals who are not married with spouse present,
family income is the individual’s own reported total income (all incomes are pre-tax). For those
married with spouse present, family income is the sum of the husband and wife incomes. Family

incomes are then adjusted to income per adult equivalent by dividing by (A+0.7K)*", where A is
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the number of adults and K the number of children.™

Table 2 reports the return to college education by gender for this measure of family income
per adult-equivalent, at the median and 20" percentiles (the latter is intended to give an idea of
the return to college in mitigating down-side risk). These figures again show generally rising
returns to college education since 1960 for both men and women, and again slightly higher
returns for women within the younger age groups. But the gender differences tend to be quite
small. For example, in 2000, when the gender gap was greatest, college-educated women ages
25-29 had a median family income per adult-equivalent that was 63 percent greater than the
median family income of high-school educated women; for men this college premium was 58
percent. While it seems plausible that young people considering investing in a college education
would have at least a rough idea that their college-educated acquaintances were much more
prosperous than those with only a high-school diploma, it seems implausible that the gender

difference of 5 percentage points out of 60 would be discernible.

Discussion and international comparisons

The preliminary examination of returns to college education presented here casts some
doubt on the promise of human capital explanations of the dramatic gender difference in the
trends of college attendance and completion in the United States during the postwar period.
While it appears that the college earnings and income premia are somewhat greater for young
women than men, the difference is not very large, and both genders experienced strong trends
toward rising returns after 1980. If women responded to this increased incentive by pursuing
college degrees in ever increasing numbers, the apparent immunity of men to a similar change in
incentives remains puzzling.

The puzzle is only deepened by international comparisons. The closing and then reversal of
the gender gap in college education are in fact a global phenomenon. Figures 10 and 11 are
cross-country scatter plots of tertiary (college) enroliment rates of women against those of men

for OECD and non-OECD countries, respectively. The enrollment rate here is proportional to the

1 This is the formula recommended in National Research Council (1996), using the central value
for the household returns to scale parameter.
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ratio of tertiary enrollment to the college-age population by gender.* In each figure, the year
1970 is represented by the filled diamonds and 2000 by the hollow squares. Gender parity in
enrollment rates is represented by the dashed 45-degree line in each diagram. In both diagrams,
it can be seen that as of 1970, male enrollment rates exceeded those of females in the large
majority of countries, including all OECD countries. By 2000, women’s enrollment rates were
greater than men’s in the large majority of OECD countries. Even outside of the OECD,
women’s enrollment rates exceeded men’s in about half the countries in the sample (26 of 53).
Graduation rates show a similar pattern: Table 3 lists the percent female among recipients of
tertiary 5A degrees, essentially the equivalent of the U.S. bachelor’s degree, in the OECD and
select non-OECD countries.

It is possible that returns to higher education are greater for women than for men or have
increased at a more rapid rate in most of these countries; but there has been considerable
diversity across countries in trends in the education premium as well as wage inequality overall
(see Freeman and Katz 1995). The college gender gap in a country such as France, which has
experienced relatively little change in the return to education, closely resembles that in the
United States. In future research I plan to take advantage of the international variation in college
enrollment trends and comparative data on market and non-market factors to examine alternative

explanations of the college gender gap.
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Table 1: College earnings premium for white full-time, full-year workers

25-34 35-44 45-54
Year Female Male Diff. Female Male Diff. Female Male Diff.
Using median earnings
1940 0.208 0.272 -0.065 0.222 0.296 -0.073 0.359 0.341 0.017
1950 0.164 0.233 -0.069 0.082 0.312 -0.230 0.236 0.298 -0.061
1960 0.203 0.221 -0.018 0.226 0.310 -0.084 0.226 0.358 -0.132
1970 0.334 0.251 0.082 0.389 0.389 0.000 0.342 0.428 -0.086
1980 0.235 0.149 0.086 0.336 0.293 0.043 0.336  0.358 -0.021
1990 0460 0.357 0.103 0499 0.357 0.142 0.409 0471 -0.062
2000 0.482 0.374 0.108 0.557 0.539 0.018 0.503 0.483 0.019
Using mean earnings

1940 0.247 0.317 -0.070 0.230 0.318 -0.088 0.329 0.284 0.045
1950 0.143 0.211 -0.068 0.100 0.298 -0.197 0.201 0.291 -0.090
1960 0.233 0.241 -0.008 0.254 0.372 -0.117 0.250 0.425 -0.175
1970 0.324 0.275 0.049 0.381 0.425 -0.043 0.336 0471 -0.135
1980 0.267 0.176 0.092 0.350 0.350 0.000 0.281 0.427 -0.146
1990 0471 0.378 0.093 0.502 0.457 0.045 0.443 0.550 -0.107
2000 0511 0471 0.041 0.653 0.659 -0.006 0.542 0.626 -0.085

Notes: Premium is calculated as the sample median (or mean) of log annual wage and salary
earnings for individuals with four years of college (bachelor’s degree for 1990 and 2000), minus
the same for individuals with 12 years of education (high-school graduate for 1990 and 2000).
Earnings are for the year preceding the census date. Sample is restricted to white employees who
worked at least 48 weeks the preceding year and 35 hours the week before the census.
Calculations use census person weights. 1950 sample is restricted to sample line persons.
Source: IPUMS samples of U.S. Census (Ruggles, Sobek, et al 2003).
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Table 2: College income premium for white families, adjusting income with household
equivalence scale

Median 20th percentile
Year Female Male Diff. Female Male Diff.
Ages 25-29 1940 0.403 0.433 -0.030
1960 0.329 0.228 0.101 0.309 0.237 0.071
1970 0.371 0.277 0.094 0.343 0.290 0.053
1980 0.365 0.345 0.020 0.364 0.368 -0.004
1990 0.623 0.573 0.050 0.677 0.599 0.079
2000 0.634 0.583 0.051 0.706 0.633 0.073
Ages 30-34 1940 0.371 0.354 0.018
1960 0.330 0.302 0.028 0.293 0.323 -0.030
1970 0.375 0.337 0.037 0.369 0.378 -0.010
1980 0.300 0.288 0.011 0.302 0.306 -0.005
1990 0.525 0.494 0.031 0.548 0.539 0.009
2000 0.576 0.543 0.034 0.656 0.594 0.062
Ages 35-39 1940 0.397 0.333 0.064
1960 0.333 0.340 -0.007 0.325 0.327 -0.002
1970 0.386 0.368 0.017 0.383 0.376 0.007
1980 0.310 0.296 0.015 0.321 0.342 -0.021
1990 0.416 0.425 -0.009 0.452 0.497 -0.045
2000 0.511 0.496 0.015 0.551 0.553 -0.001
Ages 40-44 1940 0.292 0.268 0.024
1960 0.361 0.364 -0.004 0.344 0.354 -0.010
1970 0.364 0.351 0.014 0.336 0.364 -0.027
1980 0.310 0.323 -0.012 0.337 0.349 -0.012
1990 0.418 0.414 0.004 0.464 0.467 -0.003
2000 0.453 0.471 -0.018 0.492 0.501 -0.009

Notes: Income from all sources in every year except 1940, which is wage and salary income
only. The 20™ percentile is not reported for 1940, because the 20" percentile of wage and salary
income was zero in some cases. 1950 not available because income and education data cannot be
obtained for both husband and wife. Family income adjusted to income per adult equivalent by
dividing by (A+0.7K)%’, where A is the number of adults and K the number of children.

Source: IPUMS samples (Ruggles, Sobek, et al 2003).
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Table 3: Percent of Tertiary 5A first degrees awarded to women, OECD and select non-
OECD countries, most recent available year

OECD countries Non-OECD countries
Portugal 65 Italy 56 Jamaica (public only) 74
Iceland 65 Ireland 55 Paraguay 63
Denmark 65 United Kingdom 55 Brazil 61
Poland 63 Netherlands 54 Israel 61
Finland 63 Mexico 52 Thailand 57
Hungary 62 Slovak Republic 52 Malaysia 57
New Zealand 62 Czech Republic 51 Uruguay 56
Norway 62 Belgium 50 Chile 51
Sweden 60 Austria 49 Tunisia 49
Canada 59 Germany 48 Jordan 47
Spain 59 Korea 47 Indonesia 42
France 58 Switzerland 43 India 40
Greece 57 Turkey 41
Australia 57 Japan 39
United States 57

Notes: ISCED classification Tertiary 5A first degree is similar to U.S. bachelor’s degree.

Data are for 2001 except the following: 2000: Canada, Ireland, Portugal, Jordan, Thailand,
Tunisia; 1999: Brazil, Chile, India, Malaysia, Paraguay, Uruguay.

Sources: OECD, Education at a Glance 2002, Table A3.2; OECD, Education at a Glance 2003,
Table A4.2.
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Figure 6
Median college earnings premium (4-year versus high school),
white, full-time full-year workers, ages 25-34 (March CPS)
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Figure 7
Median college earnings premium (4-year versus high school),
white, full-time full-year workers, ages 35-44 (March CPS)
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Figure 8
Median college earnings premium (4-year versus high school),
white, full-time full-year workers, ages 45-54 (March CPS)
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Figure 9
Male-female difference in log of median earnings, ages 18-21,
white, full-time full-year workers, high-school education (March CPS)
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Figure 10

Cross-country scatter of tertiary enrollment rates, OECD countries,

1970 and 2000 (per thousand)
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Figure 11

Cross-country scatter of tertiary enroliment rates, Non-OECD countries,

1970 and 2000 (per thousand)
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