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1. Throughout this article, we use the term bachelor’s degree to include the bachelor of arts, bachelor of science, 
bachelor of engineering, bachelor of fine arts, and all other variants.

long-standing higher levels of academic 
achievement. Women have now outpaced men 
in earning bachelor’s degrees for several de-
cades (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006, DiPrete 
and Buchmann 2013) such that in 2022, among 
twenty-five- to twenty-nine-year-olds, 44 per-
cent of women have completed a bachelor’s de-
gree compared to only 35 percent of men (NCES 
2023a).1
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It is now generally known that women began 
to earn more college degrees than men in the 
United States in the mid-1980s. The emergence 
of this gender divide in credentials has drawn 
considerable scholarly and policy attention and 
reflects a complex and significant change in the 
U.S. gender regime. With greater opportunity 
and fewer barriers, women were finally able to 
see their educational attainment match their 
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2. Here ethnic and racial categories are based solely on self-reported data. As John Anders and his colleagues 
(2025, this issue) describe in detail, for a small segment of the population, ethnoracial identities may have 
changed over the time period of study.

3. Doctoral degrees include Ph.D., Ed.D., and comparable degrees at the doctoral level, except for professional 
degrees. Some doctoral degrees may focus on practice rather than research and Ph.D.s take on a diversity of 
jobs with diverse labor-market outcomes (Posselt and Grodsky 2017). Professional degrees are conferred on 
completion of a program for the recognition, credential, or license required for professional practice. They include 
chiropractic (D.C. or D.C.M.), dentistry (D.D.S. or D.M.D.), law (J.D.); medicine (M.D.), optometry (O.D.), osteopathic 
medicine (D.O), pharmacy (Pharm.D.), podiatry (D.P.M., Pod.D., D.P.), or veterinary medicine (D.V.M.) and others, 
as designated by the awarding institution.

This article provides an in-depth examina-
tion of trends in the female advantage in cre-
dentials since 2000, with particular attention 
to trends from 2010 to 2020, a decade book-
ended by the Great Recession of 2008 and the 
COVID pandemic–fueled economic crisis of 
2020. Although a large body of research has de-
veloped around the female advantage in cre-
dentials, to the best of our knowledge, no over-
all assessment of the gender-specific trends 
since 2000 has been published. Here we offer a 
broad view of the gender divide in earning un-
dergraduate and advanced degrees, as well as 
fields of study, and incorporate two key changes 
in the higher education landscape in the 2000s: 
growing diversity in the types of institutions 
attended, and the growing reliance on financ-
ing for higher education through student loan 
debt. Although the open and diverse system of 
higher education has long produced significant 
variation in institutions and financing, regula-
tory changes and austerity budgets in the 2000s 
brought a shift toward the treatment of educa-
tion as a private good. We argue that the female 
advantage in college credentials must be un-
derstood in part within this context. In doing 
so, we provide a novel analysis that links trends 
in female enrollment to trends in institutions 
attended and student debt. We discuss histori-
cal continuities in the female advantage in 
bachelor’s degrees in the 2000 to 2020 period 
relative to the two preceding decades of the 
1980s and 1990s and then highlight key dimen-
sions of change in the 2000s. This period 
brought a gender reversal and new female ad-
vantage in doctoral and professional degrees. 
At the same time, gender divides in institution 
type and student debt emerged, with women 
disproportionately contributing to both the 
growth in enrollment at for-profit colleges and 
the growth in student debtholders.

We consider the implications of the conti-
nuities and changes in the female advantage 
in credentials. In many ways, the female ad-
vantage in college credentials likely translates 
to advantages in other areas. Inequalities in 
the United States increasingly fall along the di-
vide between the college educated and those 
with less education, in terms of work opportu-
nities, wealth accumulation, political partici-
pation, and broader measures of well-being 
(DiPrete and Buchmann 2006; Case and Dea-
ton 2020). At the same time, the costs of higher 
education have shifted toward individuals  
and away from public provision by the state 
(Bleemer et al. 2021). As the majority of bach-
elor’s and advanced degree holders, women 
disproportionately carry the promise and bear 
the costs of educational expansion in the 
United States.

Data Sources
We use a series of administrative records and 
population-level student surveys to provide 
trend data from 2000 to 2020 (or the latest year 
available) and examine gender differences in 
several outcomes. First, to examine degree at-
tainment and fields of study, we use annual Di-
gest of Education Statistics data from the U.S. 
Department of Education’s National Center for 
Educational Statistics (NCES). We calculate the 
proportion of women among those receiving 
bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral or profes-
sional degrees from 2000 to 2021 or 2022 and 
analyze the proportions within different racial 
and ethnic groups.2 In some analyses, we report 
trends separately for doctoral and professional 
degrees.3 With these data, a supplemental anal-
ysis presents high school status dropout rates 
from 2006 to 2021. To assess course-taking pat-
terns among high school graduates, we use 
data from the 2019 High School Transcript 



15 6 	 u . s .  c e n s u s  2 0 2 0 :  c o n t i n u i t y  a n d  c h a n g e

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

4. We use the NPSAS public data through the NCES DataLab (2024) platform, which allows researchers to 
analyze data online and conduct descriptive and regression analysis on the aggregate level.

Study (HSTS), a nationally representative sur-
vey among high school students in the United 
States (NAEP 2019).

To examine enrollment patterns across pub-
lic, private nonprofit, and private for-profit 
postsecondary institutions, we use data from 
the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS). IPEDS includes data from ev-
ery college, university, and technical-vocational 
institution participating in federal student fi-
nancial aid programs and provides the institu-
tional sampling frame for other nationally rep-
resentative postsecondary surveys provided by 
NCES.

Finally, to analyze trends in gender gaps in 
debt-holding, we use data from the National 
Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS), a 
comprehensive, nationally representative sur-
vey of undergraduate and graduate students 
enrolled in postsecondary institutions in the 
United States collected every four years since 
1986 (Radwin et al. 2018).4 With data from 
2003–2004 (NPSAS:04) through 2019–2020 
(NPSAS:20), we examine the percentage of stu-
dents who hold any debt in the academic year 
surveyed by gender, for undergraduate versus 
graduate students, and by institution types. In 
the available NPSAS data, all graduate stu-
dents are combined together, including mas-
ter’s, doctoral, and professional degrees. Sup-
plemental analyses report trends in total debt 
held by gender, undergraduate versus graduate 
student, and institution types. Examining the 
association between gender and the likelihood 
of holding debt for undergraduate students, 
net of demographic controls, we estimate a lo-
gistic regression model in which the depen-
dent variable is a binary indicator for whether 
the student holds any debt in 2019–2020, first 
for all undergraduate students combined, and 
then for each major racial and ethnic group 
separately.

Available data on gender and credentials dif-
ferentiates along the gender binary without 
considering the broader and growing gender 
diversity in the U.S. population (Carpenter, Lee, 
and Nettuno 2025). We report data for women 
and men, but we join others in calling for data 

collection that includes full gender diversity. In 
an encouraging development, in 2019–2020, for 
the first time, the NPSAS data included an in-
dicator for students who identify other than as 
a woman or man, including “genderqueer, gen-
der nonconforming, or a different identity” 
(Cameron et al. 2021). We reflect on the impli-
cations of our findings as well as this and other 
data challenges for future research.

The Continuing Female Advantage 
in Bachelor’s Degrees, 2000 –2020
Throughout much of the twentieth century, 
men earned more bachelor’s degrees than 
women. In 1970, 20 percent of men and only 14 
percent of women finished college. But then a 
dramatic change occurred. Figure 1, which 
shows the proportion of twenty-six to twenty-
eight-year-olds with a bachelor’s degree by 
birth cohort, captures the gender reversal in 
college completion as women born during the 
late 1950s and early 1960s (who were of college 
age during the 1980s) overtook men in their 
rates of completing college. During the same 
period, men’s rate of college completion stag-
nated and remained essentially flat for fifteen 
birth cohorts. As a result, between 1970 and 
2010, men’s college graduation rate had 
climbed only about 7 percentage points, to 27 
percent. In contrast, women’s rates skyrock-
eted from 14 percent in 1970 to 36 percent in 
2010. The sources of this gender reversal in col-
lege completion have been documented in de-
tail (DiPrete and Buchmann 2013). They include 
the civil rights and women’s movements, which 
brought about major federal legislation such 
as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Title IX Edu-
cation Amendments of 1972, as well as large-
scale changes in marriage, work, and family 
life, such as rising rates of divorce and women’s 
labor-market participation, and the advent of 
the contraceptive pill. These and other forces 
altered women’s incentives and opportunities 
to pursue higher education.

Figure 2 demonstrates that the female ad-
vantage in college completion continued at a 
stably high level after 2000. Since 2000, women 
have earned about 57 percent of all bachelor’s 
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5. In this article, we report women or men as a proportion of degree recipients as consistent with most prior 
estimates of the female advantage in college completion. These estimates may slightly underreport the female 
advantage in educational credentials, given that U.S. Census data indicate that since 2000 between the ages 
of eighteen to thirty-four (Blakeslee et al. 2023), when individuals are most likely to pursue credentials, men 
outnumber women by 103 to 100.

6. As Thomas DiPrete and Claudia Buchmann (2013, 40) note, the historical trend for Blacks was distinctive in 
that “Black women have had a consistent advantage, albeit a small one early on, in college completion over Black 
men for more than seventy years; among Whites, women’s advantage in college completion emerged in recent 
decades.” DiPrete and Buchmann also expect incarceration to have a relatively small impact on the gender gap 
in educational attainment because “young people sentenced to time in jail or prison are disproportionately high 
school dropouts . . . though this question clearly requires further research” (71) as does the question of whether 
military service reduces the likelihood of earning a college degree (but for more detail, see MacLean and Elder 
2007).

7. The status dropout rate reports sixteen- to twenty-four-year-olds who are not enrolled in high school and who 
have not completed a high school program or a GED (NCES 2022).

degrees annually.5 In 2022, women earned 58.5 
percent, but it is unclear whether the uptick 
demarcates a new upward trend. The female 
advantage in bachelor’s degrees exists for all 
race and ethnic groups, but differences in the 
size of the gender gap by race and ethnicity are 
important. In 2022, women’s share of bache-
lor’s degrees was 65.2 percent for Blacks, 62.3 
percent for Hispanics, 57.6 percent for Whites, 
and 55.3 percent for Asians/Pacific Islanders. 
As figure 2 makes clear, the female advantage 
in bachelor’s degrees over this period remained 
high and stable for every race and ethnic group 
available in the data, with only slight fluctua-
tions from year to year.6

Generally speaking, the successful comple-
tion of a college degree depends on individuals’ 
academic skills and preparation, their incen-
tives and educational aspirations, and their 
ability to manage the financial costs of those 
credentials. Research has established how edu-
cational transitions and academic performance 
strongly predict college enrollment and com-
pletion (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006; DiPrete 
and Buchmann 2013). High school completion, 
via either a diploma or certificate of general ed-
ucational development (GED) is the first step 
to gaining access to a college education. Since 
2006, the trend has been toward convergence 
in male and female status dropout rates,7 but 

Figure 1. Proportion of Twenty-Six to Twenty-Eight-Year-Olds with a Bachelor’s Degree

Source: DiPrete and Buchmann 2013. Reprinted with permission.
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still more men than women fail to complete 
high school (figure A.1), and this is the case for 
all major racial-ethnic groups.

Although earning a high school diploma or 
GED makes college enrollment possible, per-
formance in high school coursework is a far 
stronger predictor of enrolling in and complet-
ing college. In fact, high school grades and 
coursework are stronger predictors of complet-
ing college than standardized test scores are 
(Bowen, Chingos, and McPherson 2009; Di-
Prete and Buchmann 2014). This is because ac-
ademic performance indicators such as high 
school grades and rigorous course taking re-
flect behavioral patterns that align with school 
success, including doing more homework and 
completing assignments on time, while avoid-
ing problem behaviors such as skipping classes 
or getting suspended. These behaviors lay a 
strong foundation for later behaviors related to 
success in college.

The female advantage in academic perfor-

mance in high school continued unabated in 
the 2010s. Figure 3 shows a sizable and stable 
female advantage in overall high school grade 
point average (GPA) that is statistically signifi-
cant at each timepoint and ranges from 0.23 to 
0.30 over the last half century. Figure 4 shows 
a female advantage in rigorous math and sci-
ence courses taken in high school. In 2019, 
about 60 percent of female high school gradu-
ates completed calculus, precalculus, statistics, 
or trigonometry as their highest-level math 
course versus 54 percent of their male counter-
parts. A similar gap exists for science, where 
about 36 percent of female high school gradu-
ates earned credits in advanced science courses 
relative to 29 percent of male graduates. Wom-
en’s advantage in advanced math and science 
course taking continues a trend that began in 
the 1990s, before which males outpaced fe-
males in the rigor of high school coursework 
(DiPrete and Buchmann 2013, 89). These clear 
indicators of females’ better academic perfor-

Figure 2. Women’s Share of BA Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NCES 2023b, table 322.20.
Note: 2000 refers to the 1999–2000 academic year; 2001 refers to the 2000–2001 academic year, and 
so on.
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mance are central to their greater likelihood of 
enrolling in and completing college.

Research on the 2000 to 2020 period sug-
gests that the labor-market incentives related 
to the returns to a college degree, combined 
with gendered ideas about the division of labor, 
continue to contribute to the female advantage 
in college credentials. Gender segregation in 
occupations likely contributes to gendered dif-
ferences in evaluating the costs and benefits of 
college. Female-dominated occupations such 
as education and health care often require cre-
dentials, whereas men have historically had 
greater access to comparatively well-paid trade 
and construction jobs, with training more of-
ten provided on the job or through trade orga-
nizations (Duffy 2011; Dwyer 2013; Dwyer and 
Wright 2019). Gender segregation in fields of 
study continued in the 2010s and increased in 
those linked to occupations in growing areas 
of the economy, including high tech and care 
work: by 2021, more than five times as many 

women received bachelor’s degrees in health 
professions and related programs (227,300 ver-
sus 40,700), and more than three times as many 
men received bachelor’s degrees in engineering-
related fields (111,700 versus 33,300) (figure A.2).

At the same time, gendered labor-market in-
centives are only part of the story, as over this 
period, men’s labor-market returns to college 
degrees have increased (Ashworth et al. 2021; 
Autor and Wasserman 2013) and the broader 
returns to higher education (probability of 
marriage, family standard of living, and insur-
ance against poverty) have continued to rise for 
both men and women (DiPrete and Buchmann 
2006). Due in part to their lack of college and 
advanced degrees, coupled with their resis-
tance to switch into female-dominated jobs 
(Yavorsky and Dill 2020), some men are faring 
quite poorly in the labor market. Since the 
Great Recession, with the decline of middle 
skill white- and blue-collar sectors, the share of 
men in low-skill occupations has increased rel-

Figure 3. Mean Grade Point Average for High School Seniors

Source: Authors’ compilation based on DiPrete and Buchmann 2013 and National Assessment of Edu-
cational Progress (NAEP 2019).
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ative to those in high-skill ones (Autor and Was-
serman 2013). Given the lower family wealth 
and income available to Black, Hispanic, and 
Indigenous young adults, the gendered trade-
offs of attending college may be particularly 
consequential for these men and their families 
(Fingerman et al. 2015; Fomby and Kravitz-
Wirtz 2019). These realities make the ongoing 
decline in men’s educational expectations a 
cause for concern: since 2001, more women 
than men have reported that they expect to 
complete a four-year degree (Buchmann, Di-
Prete, and McDaniel 2008). Even more striking, 
more women than men also expect to attend 
graduate school, and this gender gap has grown 
over time. According to an analysis of Monitor-
ing the Future data, in 2019, 52 percent of young 
women were predicted to plan to attend gradu-
ate school relative to 40 percent of young men 
(Young, Beutel, and Burge 2023). This emer-
gence of a gender gap in expectations for grad-
uate school reflects the emergence of a female 
advantage in doctoral and professional degrees 

in the 2000s—one of the major changes in the 
gender divide in credentials since 2000, to 
which we turn next.

The Gender Reversal and 
New Female Advantage in 
Advanced Credentials
A large female advantage in advanced degrees 
emerged over the first two decades of the 
twenty-first century. The gender reversal for 
master’s degrees occurred before 2000, just as 
for bachelor’s degrees, but women increased 
their share of master’s degrees from 57.7 per-
cent in 2000 to 61.9 percent in 2021. Their share 
of doctoral and professional degrees increased 
even more strikingly, from 45.3 percent in 2000 
to 56 percent in 2021, such that the gender gap 
reversed from a male advantage to a female ad-
vantage (figure 5), the last remaining creden-
tials for which men had previously maintained 
an advantage. The female advantage in mas-
ter’s degrees and doctoral or professional de-
grees increased for all race and ethnic groups 

Figure 4. Percentage of High School Graduates Across Highest Levels of Math and Science Courses 
Earned in 2019

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NAEP 2019.
Note: The sum of women’s percentage is slightly above 100 because of rounding.
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such that by 2022, women’s share of master’s 
degrees was 70.2 percent for Blacks, 66.8 per-
cent for Hispanics, 64.3 percent for Whites, and 
59.4 percent for Asians/Pacific Islanders (figure 
6). In that same year, women’s share of doctoral 
and professional degrees was 68.4 for Blacks, 
59.7 percent for Hispanics, 58.4 for Asians/Pa-
cific Islanders, and 57.8 for Whites.

The gender reversal in advanced degrees 
over the past twenty years occurred for both 
doctoral and professional degrees, but was es-
pecially large for professional degrees. Figure 
7 reports the number of doctoral and profes-
sional degrees by gender. The pattern of gender 
divergence in professional degrees is striking 
in that since 2013 the number of professional 
degrees awarded to men stagnated (from 51,872 
in 2013 to 49,286 in 2022) and the number 
awarded to women increased by more than 25 
percent (57,273 in 2013 to 77,867 in 2022). For 

doctoral degrees, women began to pull away 
from men in 2016, and the gender gap has con-
tinued since that time. The U.S. Department of 
Education projects a continued gender diver-
gence in doctoral and professional degrees, 
with those awarded to women projected to in-
crease by 30.2 percent and those to men to in-
crease by only 3.2 percent between 2021 and 
2032 (NCES 2022, table 318.10).

Given that educational expansion has 
shifted to graduate degrees (Torche 2011), the 
growing gender divide in graduate degrees is 
notable. As Julie Posselt and Eric Grodsky 
(2017, 354) explain, “far from being a site of so-
cial equality, graduate and professional creden-
tials are substantially more heritable than are 
other levels of education.” Moreover, the eco-
nomic returns to graduate credentials consti-
tute a growing share of the overall returns to 
higher education for both women and men. Ac-

Figure 5. Women’s Share of BA, MA, and Doctoral/Professional Degree Recipients

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NCES 2022, table 318.10. 
Note: The given year is the second of an academic year span: 2000 refers to 1999–2000, 2001 to 
2000–2001, and so on.
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Figure 6. Women’s Share of MA (Panel A) and Doctoral/Professional Degrees (Panel B), by Race and 
Ethnicity

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NCES 2023b, table 323.20, 324.20 (with updated 2022 data).
Note: The given year is the second of an academic year span: 2000 refers to 1999–2000, 2001 to 
2000–2001, and so on.
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cording to Rob Valleta (2015), from 2000 to 2013, 
relative to high school graduates, the earnings 
advantage to a graduate credential increased 17 
percent over this period, while the earnings ad-
vantage for an undergraduate degree increased 
only 6 percent. Among college graduates of all 
age groups in 2021, women with a master’s, 
doctoral, or professional degree enjoyed me-
dian salaries that were 21.7 percent, 53.3 per-
cent, and 83.3 percent greater than those of 
bachelor’s degree recipients, respectively. 
Among men, the benefits of advanced degrees 
over bachelor’s degrees for median salaries 
were 10.5 percent, 24.2 percent, and 94.7 per-
cent, respectively (National Center for Science 
and Engineering Statistics 2022).

In one sense, the female advantage in ad-
vanced credentials represents the logical pro-
gression of the gender reversal in college de-
grees, given that over time women have 
achieved the credentials that match their aca-
demic performance, and that achievements at 

lower levels of attainment provide access to ad-
vanced credentials. And the challenges for at 
least some men to earn college degrees now 
also appear to be limiting their earning ad-
vanced degrees. At the same time, other shifts 
in higher education suggest some more ambig-
uous conclusions for women who are now at 
the forefront of educational expansion.

Emerging Gender Divides in 
T ypes of Institutions At tended
The continued female advantage in bachelor’s 
degrees and in advanced credentials occurred 
during a period marked by a shift toward treat-
ing higher education as a private good (Dwyer, 
McCloud, and Hodson 2012; Houle 2014; Seam-
ster and Charron-Chénier 2017; Cellini and Ko-
edel 2017; Quadlin and Powell 2022). Although 
higher education in the United States has been 
understood as both a public and private good, 
in the 2000s the balance shifted at both the in-
stitutional and individual levels. At the institu-

Figure 7. Number of Doctoral and Professional Degree Recipients, by Gender

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NCES 2023c.
Note: The given year is the second of an academic year span: 2000 refers to 1999–2000, 2001 to 
2000–2001, and so on. 
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8. The rise of for-profit colleges and the high debt levels of students attending them led the Barack Obama 
administration to enact restrictions and some of the most predatory actors were shuttered. However, the Donald 
Trump administration loosened those restrictions again.

9. In supplemental analyses not shown, we find that the female advantage in advanced degrees developed dif-
ferently by institutional sector. In the public and private nonprofit sectors, women’s enrollment grew strongest 
in professional degrees, matching the overall trend displayed in figure 8. At for-profit institutions, doctoral de-
grees grew even more than professional degrees, likely driven by fields in which doctoral degrees likely lead to 
careers in practice, such as education and business. We join Posselt and Grodsky (2017) in calling for greater 
attention to institutional diversity in graduate education.

tional level, a striking feature was major expan-
sion of private for-profit institutions due to 
loosening federal regulations along with orga-
nizational and market innovation (Brown et al. 
2019). At the individual level, government sub-
sidy of student tuition declined at the state 
level and student financial aid increasingly 
came in the form of federal loans with expecta-
tion that students and families would shoulder 
more of the costs of higher education. Notably, 
for-profit institutions took significant advan-
tage of the expanding federal loan system; for 
example, admissions officers and materials at 
these for-profit institutions helped their often-
disadvantaged students secure loans (McMil-
lan Cottom 2017; Dawson 2024). Indeed, for-
profit colleges depend more heavily on student 
loans for their tuition dollars than either public 
or private nonprofit colleges (McMillan Cottom 
2017; Cellini and Koedel 2017).8

Little research to date has examined the im-
plications of the coincidence of the rise of for-
profit institutions of higher education with the 
growing gender divide in credentials, though 
some work has highlighted the large presence 
of women at these institutions (McMillan Cot-
tom 2017; Quadlin, Conwell, and Rouhani 2023; 
Dawson 2024). Here we build on that research 
by analyzing gendered trends in undergraduate 
and graduate enrollment in three institution 
types: public, private nonprofit, and private for-
profit institutions. Figure 8 shows men and 
women undergraduates (top panel) and gradu-
ate students (bottom panel) enrolled in each 
type of institution from 2000 to 2021. Gender 
gaps in undergraduate enrollment in public 
and private nonprofits changed little over the 
period, but the top right panel shows an emerg-
ing female-favorable gender gap in undergrad-
uates in private for-profit institutions such that 
by 2021, more than twice as many women 

(704,400) as men (345,000) were enrolled in 
these institutions (for these findings in per-
centage terms, see figure A.3). Although the 
popular image of for-profit universities are 
those serving undergraduates, the bottom 
panel of figure 8 shows growing numbers of 
doctoral and professional students attending 
for-profit schools and an emerging gender gap 
in private for-profit graduate enrollment. In 
2000, almost no graduate students were en-
rolled at for-profit institutions, which at that 
time were more likely to be trade schools than 
institutions offering graduate degrees. Around 
2004, graduate enrollment at for-profit schools 
began to increase more rapidly for women than 
for men, opening a gender gap that either grew 
or stayed stable over the 2010s. Posselt and 
Grodsky (2017) note that women continue to be 
more likely to engage in lower-prestige gradu-
ate programs than do men despite the increas-
ing female advantage and encourage more re-
search on this issue.9 Our findings demonstrate 
this persistence in lower prestige may be driven 
in part by the expansion of for-profit schools.

Trends in enrollment by institution type re-
veal an arguably underappreciated dimension 
in the unevenness of the gender revolution in 
the 2000s—women have likely borne more than 
men the costs of the shift towards education as 
a private good (England, Levine, and Mishel 
2020). The growth of women with graduate cre-
dentials reflects achievements among the most 
privileged women but also the challenges of 
getting ahead in a credential society for lower 
income women. Research on graduate creden-
tials from for-profit institutions is very limited, 
but findings on horizontal stratification and 
returns at the undergraduate level suggest that 
these degrees yield lower economic rewards 
than degrees from nonprofit institutions (Cel-
lini and Koedel 2017; Cellini 2021). Because mi-
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noritized and low-income women are more 
likely to attend these institutions, they may be 
especially subject to the risk of high costs with 
low rewards (McMillan Cottom 2017; Quadlin, 
Conwell, and Rouhani 2023; Mickey-Pabello 
2024).

The Emerging Gender 
Divide in Student Debt
At the individual level, in part through their 
greater representation at for-profit institutions 

that rely on federal financial aid for tuition dol-
lars, women may also have borne more of the 
costs of the shift to student loan debt overall. 
Increasing concerns over college financing 
drive public debates over the value of college, 
but there has been comparatively little atten-
tion to this broader context in discussions of 
the gender divide in credentials (Dwyer, Hod-
son, and McCloud 2013; Quadlin and Powell 
2022). We find evidence of emerging gender 
gaps in student indebtedness with women an 

Figure 8. Total Fall Enrollment for Men and Women by Institution Type for Undergraduate and 
Graduate Students Through 2021

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NCES 2023c.
Note: Figures in thousands. Graduate students include all students at master’s, doctoral, and profes-
sional degree levels.
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increasing percentage of debt-holders. Figure 
9 shows the percentage of men and women un-
dergraduates (top panel) and graduate students 
(bottom panel) holding any debt for public in-
stitutions, private nonprofit institutions, and 
private for-profit institutions from 2004 to 
2020. For all three institution types, debt-
holding increased most from 2004 to 2008, then 
stabilized from 2008 to 2012 after the Great Re-
cession and declined slightly between 2012 to 
2016 (Green 2018). Aversion to debt after the 
Great Recession may have increased when crit-

icisms of the student loan system were a sub-
ject of public debate. Despite a small decline in 
debt-holding from 2016 to 2020 in public and 
private nonprofit institutions, debt-holding at 
private for-profit institutions rebounded after 
the Trump administration loosened the 
Obama-era restrictions. These findings sug-
gest that the pattern of for-profit institutions 
contributing to rising indebtedness in the 2000 
to 2010 period has continued (Brown et al. 
2019).

Strikingly, the 2000s brought a gender rever-

Figure 9. Percentage of Undergraduate and Graduate Students Holding Debt, by Gender and 
Institution Type 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NCES 2023d.
Note: Academic years 2003–2004, 2007–2008, 2011–2012, 2015–2016, and 2019–2020. Graduate stu-
dents include those attending master’s, doctoral, and professional degree programs at the time of in-
terview. Error bars present 95 percent confidence intervals.
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10. Overall debt-holding among graduate students in the two nonprofit sectors were more similar than for un-
dergraduates, reflecting more similar costs and funding models in graduate programs than in undergraduate 
programs.

11. One reason studies often find more variation in debt-holding than debt levels among debtors is that student 
loan offers are capped at standard levels, limiting variability (Goldrick-Rab 2016).

sal in debt-holding to match the female advan-
tage in degrees overall. In 2004, women were 
more likely to carry debt than men only at pri-
vate non-profit institutions (59 percent to 52 
percent). By 2020, women were more likely than 
men to carry student debt in public and private 
for-profit sectors as well. In public institutions, 
a gender gap opened in 2008, with 30 percent 
of women and 26 percent of men holding debt. 
In private for-profit institutions, a gender gap 
in debt-holding opened for the first time in 
2012 with 76 percent of women versus 68 per-
cent of men holding student debt, a larger gap 
than that among the other institution types. 
From 2012 to 2016, the gender gap grew in both 
the public and private nonprofit sectors and 
held steady at for-profit colleges, even as debt-
holding declined modestly in each sector. The 
rebound in debt-holding at for-profits from 
2016 to 2020 occurred entirely among women, 
increasing the gender gap in that sector to 13 
percentage points.

Although still a comparatively small propor-
tion of all credentials, shifts in graduate de-
grees represent the leading edge of change in 
the U.S. credential society (Pyne and Grodsky 
2020). Strikingly, we find the emergence of a 
gender divide in student indebtedness over the 
same period during which women became the 
majority of graduate degree recipients. The 
bottom panel of figure 9 reports the percentage 
of male and female graduate students who 
hold debt, for public, private nonprofit, and 
private for-profit institutions. Here graduate 
students include those in any master’s, doc-
toral, and professional degree program. Debt-
holding increased slightly from 2004 to 2020 in 
the public and private nonprofit sectors.10 How-
ever, debt-holding was substantially higher in 
the for-profit sector relative to the other two 
sectors, and that disparity was greater for grad-
uate students than for undergraduate students. 
This finding reflects the total absence of 
funded graduate study in the for-profit sector. 
Just as for undergraduates, however, the per-

centage holding debt dropped from 2008 to 
2012 after greater regulation of that sector, but 
remained higher than in the other two sectors.

Now focusing on the patterns for men and 
women, a gender gap in debt-holding for grad-
uate students emerged in every institutional 
sector. In 2004 there was no gender gap in debt-
holding for graduate students in any institu-
tional sector but starting in 2012, higher per-
centages of women carried debt relative to men 
in every institutional sector, and those gaps 
persisted through 2020. Again, just as for un-
dergraduate students, the gender gap is even 
larger when we account for the fact that women 
make up an increasingly disproportionate per-
centage of graduate students, especially in de-
gree programs that tend to be student funded, 
including master’s degrees and professional 
degrees, as well as those at for-profit institu-
tions.

Overall trends in the average amounts of 
debt held (see figure A.4) follow similar pat-
terns to those for debt-holding, though no to-
tal amounts in any institutional sector showed 
any decline from 2012 to 2016. Notably, average 
debt levels were comparable at private non-
profit and for-profit institutions, despite the 
much lower status and return to for-profit de-
grees. Gender gaps in debt levels among debt-
holders are fewer than in the likelihood to 
hold any debt. The gender gap in debt thus 
occurs primarily as a result of differences in 
the likelihood of taking on any debt at all, sug-
gesting that one consequence of the gender 
gap in credentials is that on average women 
are a financially disadvantaged group who rely 
more on financial aid. Women and men who 
need to take on debt take on similar average 
amounts of debt.11

Given that the female advantage in creden-
tials results in a broader population of women 
attending college than men, we conduct a mul-
tivariate analysis of 2020 data to determine 
whether the undergraduate gender gap in debt-
holding persists net of sociodemographic char-
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12. Public NPSAS data does not provide adequate sample sizes to analyze the smaller population of graduate 
students.

13. The gender gap in debt-holding is not significantly different between these racial-ethnic groups, except that 
debt-holding of Hispanic students is significantly smaller than that of White students. Supplemental analyses 
(not shown) find that Black students are the most likely to take debt relative to all other racial-ethnic groups 
within each gender. And in analyses separated by institution type, the gender gap in debt-holding is the largest 
in for-profit colleges. We also added a category for nonbinary students (first collected in 2020) and find no 
significant differences in the likelihood of holding debt relative to men or women.

acteristics.12 Table 1 presents the results of 
logistic regression analyses predicting debt-
holding with controls for sociodemographic 
characteristics and institution type. The model 
for all students shows a gender gap in debt-
holding among women and men with students 
in for-profit colleges the most likely to take on 
debt. The race-specific models reveal a gender 
gap in debt-holding for each group.13 Thus, 
women are more likely to hold debt than simi-
larly situated men.

Gender differences in student debt may be 
both a cause and a consequence of the gender 
divide in college credentials. The rising cost of 
education in recent decades may be a source of 
women’s continued outpacing of men in earn-
ing credentials, given that financial consider-
ations are a key reason many Americans do not 
attend or complete college. According to a 2021 
survey of adults without a four-year college de-
gree by the Pew Research Center, 42 percent 
cited their inability to afford one (Parker 2021). 
Women and men may differentially evaluate 
the risks and benefits of investing in college 
because of different labor-market and marriage 
opportunities (Dwyer, Hodson, and McCloud 
2013). Moreover, different conventions of mas-
culinity and femininity result in greater family 
support for daughters than for sons into young 
adulthood and reinforce expectations of self-
sufficiency and independence for men com-
pared to women (DiPrete and Buchmann 2013). 
For all of these reasons, men may be less will-
ing than women to take on debt to attain edu-
cational credentials.

Causal factors aside, any gender differences 
in student debt also represent an important 
consequence of the gender divide in college 
credentials. Because women make up a larger 
proportion of the college-going population, 
they and their families disproportionately bear 
the costs of college. Moreover, as educational 

expansion among women developed in the 
2000s, a growing number of them attended for-
profit institutions, which offer worse employ-
ment and earnings outcomes than nonprofit 
ones (Cellini 2021).

Implications
Although the female-favorable gender gap in 
bachelor’s degrees remained stable over the 
first two decades of the twenty-first century, a 
large female advantage in advanced degrees 
emerged over the same period and has grown 
especially large for professional degrees. In 
light of the fact that the economic returns to 
graduate credentials constitute a growing share 
of the overall returns to higher education, 
these are important markers of women’s con-
tinued educational advancement made possi-
ble by their higher academic performance and 
educational aspirations. In contrast, men’s 
stagnant rates of college completion over the 
same period have limited some men’s ability to 
acquire advanced degrees and advance in the 
labor market. Finally, the slow growth in col-
lege degrees among men, who make up about 
half the U.S. working-age population, has re-
duced the nation’s competitiveness in the 
global economy; the United States has fallen to 
twelfth among OECD countries in the share of 
tertiary-educated twenty-five to thirty-four-
year-olds (OECD 2022).

The diverging educational pathways of 
American men and women have far-reaching 
impacts because the returns to a college degree 
extend beyond stable employment and higher 
earnings and include a higher probability of 
marriage, insurance against poverty (DiPrete 
and Buchmann 2006), and a healthier and lon-
ger life (Case and Deaton 2020). These path-
ways may also be related to other significant 
developments discussed by other articles in 
this double issue. Women’s increasing receipt 
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Table 1. Logistic Regression Models Predicting Odds Ratios of Debt-Holding Among Undergraduate Students

All White Black Hispanic Asian Other

Gender (Ref: Male)
Female 1.321*** 1.418*** 1.324*** 1.136* 1.225*** 1.243*

(0.037) (0.049) (0.102) (0.069) (0.114) (0.127)

Race and Ethnicity (Ref: White)
Black 1.794***

(0.069)
Hispanic 0.733***

(0.022)
Asian 0.617***

(0.031)
American Indian or Alaska Native 0.675*

(0.114)
Native Hawaiian /Other  

Pacific Islander
0.945

(0.221)
Multiracial 0.895

(0.051)

Institutional type (Ref: Public)
Private nonprofit 1.745*** 1.614*** 1.711*** 2.475*** 1.412* 1.974***

(0.042) (0.073) (0.211) (0.206) (0.196) (0.264)
Private for-profit 4.773*** 3.557*** 3.034*** 10.438*** 8.120*** 5.548***

(0.245) (0.326) (0.455) (2.185) (2.599) (1.176)

Degree program (Ref: Certificate; associate’s  
degree; not in a degree program or others)

Bachelor’s degree 3.092*** 2.776*** 3.262*** 4.049*** 3.609*** 2.839***
(0.235) (0.302) (0.354) (0.588) (0.854) (0.550)

Institution level (Ref: Less than two-year)
Four-year 0.673*** 0.823 0.640 0.584 0.215** 0.675

(0.071) (0.132) (0.165) (0.164) (0.106) (0.226)
Two-year 0.447*** 0.540*** 0.346*** 0.418*** 0.127*** 0.583

(0.041) (0.076) (0.088) (0.418) (0.063) (0.174)

School year (Ref: First year)
Second year 1.266*** 1.192*** 1.277** 1.275*** 1.594** 1.009

(0.041) (0.053) (0.090) (0.087) (0.221) (0.127)
Third year 1.202*** 1.139* 1.114 1.400*** 1.348* 1.278

(0.054) (0.071) (0.134) (0.118) (0.177) (0.200)
Fourth year 1.028 0.949 0.903 1.469*** 1.008 1.052

(0.042) (0.050) (0.106) (0.131) (0.136) (0.180)
Fifth year and unclassified 0.849* 0.711*** 0.666 1.284 1.623 0.827

(0.065) (0.071) (0.149) (0.202) (0.416) (0.287)

U.S. born 1.95*** 2.050*** 2.077*** 2.067*** 1.505*** 2.610***
(0.086) (0.145) (0.191) (0.164) (0.150) (0.483)

Constant 0.173 0.152*** 0.351*** 0.096*** 0.321* 0.118***
(0.018) (0.025) (0.100) (0.022) (0.147) (0.041)

N 79,700 38,800 12,000 18,500 5,800 4,600

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Cameron et al. 2021.
Note: Other racial groups include American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander, and 
Multiracial. They are combined due to lack of sufficient sample sizes to run models separately.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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of credentials from the 1980s onward may be 
related to their ability to close prior gender 
gaps in job tenure between the mid 1980s and 
late 1990s (Lachanski 2025, this issue), though 
this conjecture needs empirical investigation. 
At the same time, men’s lack of college degrees 
may be related to their increasing precarity 
later in the life course. For example, Hyunjoon 
Park, Matthew Sheen, and Paula Clark (2025) 
find that at older ages, men without a college 
degree are more likely to live alone than their 
more educated counterparts.

Another striking feature of the 2000 to 2020 
period was the expansion of for-profit institu-
tions in the United States and concomitant in-
creases in women’s undergraduate and gradu-
ate enrollment at these institutions. Although 
for-profit enrollment still represents a small 
share of all higher education enrollments, the 
high level of debt-holding among students at 
those institutions means that a substantial pro-
portion of the growing indebtedness among 
women occurs at these schools. Related to 
these institutional changes and the fact that 
the costs of higher education have increasingly 
come to be a private good, a gender divide 
emerged in student indebtedness over the 
same period during which women became the 
majority of graduate and professional degree 
holders. Today, as the majority degree holders, 
women disproportionately carry the promise 
and bear the costs of educational expansion in 
the United States.

Clearly many questions remain and thus we 
highlight particularly urgent directions for fu-
ture research on the growing gender divide in 
educational credentials. First, future research 
should focus on the causes and consequences 
of gender differences in college and advanced 
degree receipt by race, ethnicity, socioeco-
nomic status, and nativity, with a particular fo-
cus on low-income and minoritized popula-
tions. Second, as population-level data sources 
become available, a focus on sexual and gender 
minority (SGM) populations would be valuable 
given that research about educational experi-
ences and attainment of this growing popula-
tion in the United States is still quite limited 
(Stacey, Reczek, and Spiker 2022). Finally, it is 
important to continue to expand research on 
the growing heterogeneity among women de-

gree holders in terms of institutions attended, 
debt-holding, and degree returns. As the fe-
male advantage in credentials continues, the 
population of highly educated women has be-
come much more diverse than highly educated 
men. These differences in selection have sig-
nificant implications for understanding both 
the promises and the costs of higher education 
for women relative to men, as well as for sexual 
and gender minority populations (Conwell and 
Quadlin 2022). Research has identified differ-
ential repayment rates across student popula-
tions to be a particularly important aspect of 
the costs of higher education, with minoritized 
students and students who attended for-profit 
institutions taking longer to repay loans and 
facing higher rates of default (Brown et al. 2019; 
Houle and Addo 2019). Research also highlights 
the implications of these realities for the racial 
wealth gap (Seamster and Charron-Chénier 
2017; Houle and Addo 2019, 2022). Our work 
and that of others (Quadlin, Conwell, and Rou-
hani 2023; Dawson 2024) suggest implications 
for the gender wealth gap, and the gender-by-
race wealth gap.

The gender divide in for-profit enrollment 
presents both cautions and opportunities in 
the next decade. The highly disproportionate 
female enrollment at for-profit institutions 
combined with high debt levels at those insti-
tutions underscores how the costs of declining 
public investment in higher education have 
fallen disproportionately on less advantaged 
women. Yet, after a time of growing promi-
nence, for-profit institutions may now be fac-
ing significant headwinds. Increased public 
scrutiny has led to greater regulatory attention 
and rules that make it more difficult for these 
schools to encourage high levels of student 
debt while providing degrees with low returns. 
Moreover, some nonprofit colleges are compet-
ing with for-profit colleges by offering a wide 
range of practice credentials, micro-credentials, 
and, perhaps most important, remote educa-
tional programs. A few nonprofit public sys-
tems have even moved toward purchasing and 
absorbing formerly for-profit institutions, with 
significant debate over what such acquisitions 
mean for the nonprofit purchasers (Blumen-
styk 2017). Finally, for-profit universities also 
face the demographic change challenging all 
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U.S. institutions of higher education: a declin-
ing number of college-aged young adults, with 
2025 representing what some have called a de-
mographic cliff as a smaller postmillennial co-
hort becomes college age.

The growing gender divide in educational 
credentials raises important questions for re-
searchers, policymakers, and educators who 
want to improve educational performance and 
attainment and for educational institutions 
striving to respond to the needs of their stu-
dents. The large, diverse system of higher edu-
cation in the United States offers many path-
ways to educational credentials, but students 
also face numerous challenges in earning 
them, and the costs have become principal 
among the challenges (Goldrick-Rab 2016; 
Quadlin and Powell 2022). We have high-
lighted both the opportunities and costs for 

women who, as the majority of college stu-
dents and degree recipients, must manage the 
risks of educational expansion in a time of 
lowered state subsidy and expanded allow-
ances to for-profit institutions. Of course, 
men’s lower rates of earning bachelor’s de-
grees and advanced credentials also entail 
risks, especially for lower-income and minori-
tized men, and researchers and policymakers 
should seek to understand the sources and so-
lutions for men’s stagnant enrollment and 
completion rates. The growing gender divide 
in credentials was spurred at least in part by 
greater equity and access for women. In the 
next decade and beyond, policymakers, politi-
cians, and educators should support the 
equity-enhancing possibilities of higher edu-
cation rather than its stratifying and exclu-
sionary risks.

Figure A.1. High School Status Dropout Rate by Gender

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NCES 2022, table 219.80.
Note: Data for 2020 were not reported by NCES. Status dropouts are sixteen- to twenty-four-year-olds 
who are not enrolled in school and who have not completed a high school program, regardless of when 
they left school and whether they ever attended school in the United States. People who have received 
equivalency credentials, such as the GED, are counted as high school completers. Data are based on 
sample surveys of the entire population residing within the United States, including both noninstitu-
tionalized persons (such as those living in households, college housing, or military housing located 
within the United States) and institutionalized persons (such as those living in prisons, nursing facili-
ties, or other health-care facilities).
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Figure A.2. Number of BA Degree Recipients by Field and Gender

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NCES 2022, tables 325.20, 325.35, 325.45, 325.60, 325.65.
Note: Figures in thousands. 2000 refers to the 1999–2000 academic year; 2001 refers to the 2000–
2001 academic year, and so on.
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Figure A.3. Total Undergraduate and Graduate Student Fall Enrollment for Men and Women by Institution Type, 
2000–2021

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NCES 2023c. 
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Figure A4. Debt Amounts Held by Undergraduate and Graduate Students

Source: Authors’ calculations based on NCES 2023d.
Note: Error bars present 95 percent confidence intervals. 2004 denotes the 2003–2004 academic year, and so 
on. For undergraduate students, debt amount includes Parent PLUS loans. For graduate students, debt amount 
does not include Parent PLUS loans and includes Direct PLUS loans to graduate students. NPSAS did not re-
port the debt amount among graduate students at for-profit institutions in 2004 because the standard error 
represents more than 50 percent of the estimate. Graduate students include those attending master’s, doctoral, 
and professional degree programs.
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