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The Gender Gap in Higher Education

Over the past three decades in the United States, women have been outpacing men in 
attaining college degrees.1 To see if a gender gap in degrees conferred exists in Nevada, this 
Newsletter looks at data from the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV).

UNLV is the only graduate and research institution in Southern Nevada. It is a young and fast-
growing institution. Enrollment in the fall of 1957, when the fi rst classes were held on campus,2 
was 498.3 Preliminary student headcount in the fall of 2015 is 28,600—16,048 females and 
12,552 males.4 Over 100 undergraduate programs and about 120 graduate and professional 
programs are offered at UNLV.5

Figure 1 on page two shows the number of degrees conferred from UNLV from 1977 to 2015. 
The degree could have been a certifi cate, a bachelor’s degree, a professional development 
degree (P.D.D.), a master’s degree, an associate degree, an education specialist degree, or a 
doctorate degree. 

In academic year 1977-1978, 1,026 degrees were conferred—50.8 percent to males and 49.2 
percent to females. A year later, females were more likely to have earned a degree than were 
males, 51.3 percent and 48.7 percent, respectively.  They would continue to do so through 
2014-2015.
  
During the 19-year period, 1977-2015, the gender gap in degrees conferred was the largest in 
academic year 2003-2004, when 60.9 percent of the students who had attained a degree were 
female, and only 39.1 percent were male. See Figure 2.

The total number of degrees conferred increased for both genders over the 19 years. The 
number of degrees conferred to males increased from 521 in 1977-1978 to 2,231 in 2014-
2015.  For females, the number increased from 505 to 3,046.  
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Figure 1. Number of Degrees Conferred at UNLV by Gender and Academic Year: 1977-2015

The dramatic increase in the number of degrees by women over the last three decades may be 
a result of many factors.  Some of the factors cited in the literature include:
• Change in social norms that made women acquiring a college degree more socially 

appropriate.6

• Increase in divorce rates and in the number of women providing fi nancial support for children 
made economic independence and investment in their own human capital important.7

• Change in laws that reduced the age of majority in many states and increased the rights of 
minors (the mature minor doctrine) allowed single women to legally obtain the contraceptive 
pill. The pill gave women the opportunity to delay child birth to invest in a professional 
career.8

• Increased realization by women of the economic benefi ts of a college degree resulting in 
women better preparing themselves for college by taking college preparation courses in high 
school.9
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Figure 2. Percent of Degrees Conferred at UNLV by Gender and Academic Year: 1977-2015

Sources: 1977-1997 data: Selected Institutional Characteristics (Fact Book), UNLV Offi ce of Institutional Analysis 
and Planning; 1998-2014 data: UNLV Offi ce of Decision Support website, https://ir.unlv.edu/IAP/Reports/Content/.
DegreesAndCertsConferredByCollege.aspx; 2014-2015 data: UNLV Offi ce of Decision Support.
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Note
Thanks to Mya Starling, director of Institutional Research, Offi ce of Decision Support, UNLV, for 2015 
degrees conferred numbers and access to the hard copies of the UNLV Fact Book.
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