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QUICK FACTS

AAUW advocates increased support for and protection of programs that meet the needs 
of girls and women in elementary, secondary, and postsecondary education, including 

https://www.bls.gov/emp/tables/stem-employment.htm
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https://www.aauw.org/resources/research/the-stem-gap/
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CHRG-110hhrg35961/pdf/CHRG-110hhrg35961.pdf
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https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5951/jresematheduc.44.4.0634?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2332858416673617
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2332858416673617
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w20909/w20909.pdf
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at the same level as boys. These messages they receive 
during their K–12 education play a large role in the deci-
sions that students make later in life.

Gaps in women’s pursuit of STEM fields continue into sec-
ondary studies. Though girls’ participation and achieve-
ment in math and science courses is comparable to boys’, 
male students are still far more likely to enroll in engineer-
ing or AP computer science courses. In 2020, only about 
34% of students who took the AP computer science exam 
were female. Girls’ participation in high school is critical 
to their pursuit of STEM in higher education—for example, 
female students who take AP computer science in high 
school are five times more likely to major in computer sci-
ence in college. Stereotypes, gender bias, and the some-
times-hostile climates of STEM departments, however, 
continue to block women’s participation and progress.

Slow Progress in College
Women make up the majority of students enrolled in all 
sectors of higher education and earn the majority of post-
secondary degrees. Yet, women’s underrepresentation in 
STEM continues through to their postsecondary studies. 
In 2018, women earned 53% of STEM degrees, but the 
bulk (85%) were in health-related fields. Women earned 
only 22% of engineering degrees and 19% of computer 
science degrees that same year. Community colleges 
also offer a range of STEM programs leading to associate 
degrees and certification, but women remain concentrat-
ed in programs for traditionally female occupations like 
nursing, education, and cosmetology.

In fields like computer science and engineering, women 
more often face harassment and gender bias both on 
campus and professionally. As fewer women study and 
work in some areas of STEM, these fields tend to perpet-
uate exclusionary, male-dominated cultures that are not 
supportive of—or even hostile to—women and particularly 
women of color. 

Improving Opportunities in STEM
There are many ways to create a lifelong pathway of op-
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