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Postsecondary education yields myriad benefits, including increased earnings potential, higher 
lifetime wages, and access to quality jobs. But postsecondary degrees are not all equal in the benefits 
they bring to students, and women tend to obtain degrees in fields with lower earnings.  Women with 
associate degrees earn approximately 75 percent of what men with associate degrees earn (DeNavas-
Walt, Proctor, and Smith 2011). This wage gap occurs in part because women with AA degrees—
like women at all degree levels—often work in lower-paid, female-dominated occupations 
(Hegewisch, et al. 2010). Jobs in traditionally male occupations, such as engineering and mechanics, 
typically pay higher wages than female-dominated occupations (Hegewisch et al. 2010).  

In addition, according to an IWPR analysis of 2011 Bureau of Labor Statistics data, men out-earn 
women in nearly all occupations, regardless of whether an occupation is female- or male-dominated.  
For example, female elementary and middle school teachers earn 91.3 percent of their male 
counterpart’s earnings and female nursing, psychiatric, and home health aides earn 88.8 percent, 
despite women comprising over 80 percent of workers in both occupations (Hegewisch, Williams 
and Harbin 2012).  

Since women face a labor market characterized by persistent gender wage gaps to occupational 
placement, discrimination, and other factors (Blau and Kahn 2007), it is critical that college 
administration and policy makers become aware of segregation in fields of study and take steps to 
eliminate it.  Since women often bear the primary social and financial responsibility for child rearing 
their equal access to quality jobs is critical for family economic success and the future well-being of 
children. This fact sheet presents data on associate degree field of study by gender, and finds that 
even though women are the majority of those receiving associate degrees, they remain 
underrepresented in a number of relatively high-earning, traditionally male fields, including science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM).  

 
Gender Segregation among Community College Majors 
 
Women make up a greater proportion of degree recipients than men, including at the associate degree 
level (U.S. Department of Education 2011), but they are significantly underrepresented in many 
fields of study in community colleges. Nationwide, women (25 years and older) constitute 56.8 
percent of all people with associate degrees (U.S. Census Bureau 2009), and in the 2008–2009 



academic year, women earned 62.1 percent of all associate degrees (U.S. Department of Education 
2010).  
 
Women in community college programs are not evenly distributed across majors, but concentrated in 
a relatively small range of fields.  Only fourteen of 35 fields of study (40 percent) identified by the 
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data Systems (IPEDS), have a proportion of women that is 
equal to or greater than women’s representation in the community college population overall. 
Women make up more than 80 percent of graduates in the fields of family and consumer sciences, 
legal studies, social sciences, education and health, whereas men make up more than 80 percent of 
the graduates in fields associated with construction, mechanics, precision production trades, 
transportation, and engineering-related technology.1

 

 In addition, men comprise at least seventy 
percent of graduates in engineering, mathematics, and computer science (Figure 1). Figure 2 presents 
wages in occupations corresponding to some of the most common fields of study among men and 
women. 

Conclusion 
 
Gender segregation among community college majors can ultimately contribute to occupational 
segregation and large gender wage gaps.  While a postsecondary degree alone results in higher wages 
women would experience greater economic reward from education if they were better represented in 
fields like engineering, computer information technology, and construction.   A number of policy and 
program approaches are required to address gender segregation among community college majors.  
 

                                                           
1 This list only contains majors that had more than 200 graduates in 2008–2009.  



 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2008–09 Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS), Fall 2009.  
<http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_281.asp?referrer=list> (accessed August 12, 2010).  
 
Note: Data is derived from degree-granting institutions that grant associate degrees or higher degrees and participate 
in Title IV federal financial aid programs.  
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Total (n=787,325) 
Family and Consumer Sciences (N=9,020)

Legal Professions and Studies (N=9,062)
Library Science (N=116)

Public Administration and Social Services (N=4,178)
Education (N=14,123)

Health Professions and Related Sciences, Total (N=165,163)
Foreign Languages, Literatures, and Linguistics (N=1,627)

Psychology (N=3,949)
Area, Ethnic, Cultural, and Gender Studies (N=173)

Biological and Biomedical Sciences (N=2,364)
Business, Management, and Marketing, Total (N=111,521)

English Language and Literature/Letters (N=1,525)
Social Sciences and History, Total (N=9,142)

Visual and Performing Arts, Total (N=18,629)
Multi/Interdisciplinary Studies (N=15,459)

Liberal Arts and Sciences, General Studies, and Humanities (N=263,853)
Architecture and Related Services (N=596)

Communications (N=2,722)
Personal and Culinary Services (N=16,327)
Theology and Religious Vocations (N=675)

Security and Protective Services, Total (N=33,033)
Physical Sciences and Science Technologies, Total (N=3,617)

Parks, Recreation, Leisure, and Fitness Studies (N=1,587)
Agriculture and Natural Resources, Total (N=5,724)

Mathematics (N=930)
Communications Technologies (N=4,803)

Philosophy and Religion (N=191)
Computer and Information Sciences (N=30,006)

Military Technologies (N=721)
Engineering (N=2,181)

Engineering-Related Technologies (N=30,434)
Transportation and Material Moving Workers (N=1,430)

Precision Production Trades (N=2,126)
Mechanics and Repairers (N=16,066)

Construction Trades (N=4,252)

Figure 1. Proportion of Women Earning Associate's Degree by Field of Study, 
Ranked lowest to highest by women's representation



Table 1. Median Annual Earnings in Selected Gender-Segregated Occupations 
that Require an Associate's or Technical Degree, by Gender, 2010  
 

  

Median 
Annual 
Earning

s for 
Women  

Median 
Annual 

Earnings 
for Men 

Related Field of Study 

Share of 
Female 

Students 
in Related 

Field of 
Study 

Occupations from Predominantly 
Female Degree Fields          

Child Care Workers 
 

$18,336 n/a Family and Consumer Sciences 96.0% 

Teacher's Assistants $19,882 $24,843 Education 86.0% 
Agricultural and Food Science 
Technicians 

 
$32,163 $45,316 Family and Consumer Sciences 96.0% 

Social and Human Services 
Assistants 

 
$33,543 $35,748 

Public Administration and Social 
Services 86.0% 

Licensed Practical and Vocational 
Nurses $38,292 $42,272 

Health Professions and Related 
Sciences 85.0% 

Paralegals and Legal Assistants $44,304 $50,442 Legal Professions and Studies 90.0% 

Dental Hygienists $55,847 n/a 
Health Professions and Related 
Sciences 85.0% 

Occupations from Predominantly 
Male Degree Fields          

Machinists  $30,498 $42,146 Precision Production Trades 6.5% 
Aircraft Mechanics and Service 
Technicians $40,884 $56,363 Mechanics and Repairers 5.5% 
Electric Motor, Power Tool, and 
Related Repairers n/a $41,580 Mechanics and Repairers 5.5% 
Engineering Technicians, except 
Drafters 

 
$42,226 $55,053 Engineering-Related Technologies 14.0% 

Electricians $42,629 $46,909 Construction Trades 5.1% 

Computer Support Specialists 
 

$49,711 $54,754 Computer and Information Science  25.0% 

Construction Managers $54,699 $65,805 Construction Trades 5.1% 
Source: IWPR compilation of data from the U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, American Community Survey, 2010, 
“B24122 and B24123: Detailed occupation by median earnings in the past 12 months (in 2010 inflation-adjusted dollars) for the full-time, 
year-round civilian employed male/female population 16 years and over - universe: full-time, year-round civilian employed male/female 
population 16 years and over with earnings." <http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml> (accessed April 19, 2011). 
n/a: sample size insufficient for reliable estimate 
 

Note: Median annual earnings are given by occupation, not credential. The earnings listed for each occupation might reflect the earnings of 
workers who have little or no postsecondary education as well as workers who have higher educational credentials than an associate degree. 
Occupations were chosen that had related fields of study with high percentages of gender segregation.   
 

Note: For educational requirements for different occupations, see Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Outlook Handbook, 2012 Edition. 
Included occupations had educational requirements that were listed either as associate degrees or postsecondary non-degree. Some 
occupations, such as social and human services assistants, have no listed postsecondary educational requirements, but further inquiry into 
these fields indicated that an associate degree is required and/or preferred by a substantial number of employers. 
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The Institute for Women's Policy Research (IWPR) conducts rigorous research and disseminates its findings to 
address the needs of women, promote public dialogue, and strengthen families, communities, and societies. The 
Institute works with policymakers, scholars, and public interest groups to design, execute, and disseminate research 
that illuminates economic and social policy issues affecting women and their families, and to build a network of 
individuals and organizations that conduct and use women-oriented policy research. IWPR's work is supported by 
foundation grants, government grants and contracts, donations from individuals, and contributions from 
organizations and corporations. IWPR is a 501 (c) (3) tax-exempt organization that also works in affiliation with the 
women's studies and public policy programs at The George Washington University. 
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