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Advancing Gender Equity in Higher Education

Gendered pathways into academic disciplines are shaped early. Starting in primary school,
girls are often encouraged to pursue careers that align with perceived “natural” strengths in 

Since the early 2000s, higher education institutions globally have achieved near gender
parity in overall enrollment; in fact, women now outnumber men in college attendance
across many regions (Bonfert and Wadhwa, 2024). Despite this progress, parity in access has
not translated into equity across certain fields of study. Women remain underrepresented in
masculinized, high-wage disciplines, such as physics, engineering, and computer sciences
(PECS). Conversely, men are underrepresented in feminized, lower-wage fields such as
nursing and education. 

This policy brief draws data from University of Wisconsin–Madison (UW–Madison), national
statistics, and case comparison with private, Ivy League Carnegie Mellon University to
explore persistent gender imbalances and possible solutions across higher education. These
disparities reflect and reinforce broader social and economic inequalities, contributing to
the gender wage gap where women in the U.S. earn approximately 80.9 cents for every
dollar earned by men (U.S. Census Bureau, 2025). Addressing these inequities requires
systemic change within higher education that increases participation and transforms
institutional cultures, policies, and pathways. 

To examine gender inequities in higher education and identify actionable solutions, this
brief draws on two tools developed by UW faculty and practitioners: the SDG 360 Thinking
tool and the 4W LIFT Model of Wellbeing. The SDG 360 Thinking tool helps localize the UN
Sustainable Development Goals, especially SDGs 4 (Quality Education), 5 (Gender Equality),
and 10 (Reduced Inequalities), revealing insights, synergies, and opportunities to optimize
equity efforts and assess how gender equity in higher education contributes to societal
wellbeing (Figure 1). The 4W LIFT Model of Wellbeing, created by the 4W Initiative, frames
gender equity across four dimensions of wellbeing: Lifelong Health, Interconnection,
Freedom and Safety, and Thriving (Figure 2). This model emphasizes how structural barriers
in education affect women’s leadership opportunities, economic stability, personal agency,
and capacity for meaningful participation. 
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Introduction 

Background 



Source: SDG360 Thinking AP 

Figure 1. SDG Wheel and Legend depict which goals are targeted by inclusive and
transformative education policies. 

 

nurturing and caregiving, while boys are steered toward fields requiring logic, technology,
and leadership. These stereotypes become further developed through institutional
structures, such as advising practices, peer dynamics within majors, and classroom
environments that unintentionally signal who belongs in which field. Compounding these
cultural and institutional messages is the lack of visible and diverse role models in
nontraditional fields. For example, women pursuing engineering often report feelings of
isolation, while men entering education or health fields can face stigma about their
masculinity (Lawson 2020). Additionally, research has shown that even after women
choose STEM majors, they are less likely to persist to graduation due to these structural
and environmental factors within STEM programs themselves (Koch et al. 2023). 
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https://sdg360thinking.org/
https://sdg360thinking.org/
https://sdg360thinking.org/


 

Figure 2. The 4W LIFT Model can be used while creating transformative education policies
to ensure that the four quadrants of wellbeing are reflected. 

Source: DiPrete Brown, Lori and Bintliff, Amy. The 4W Women and Wellbeing Progress Report. University of
Wisconsin–Madison, Wisconsin, 2024. https://4w.wisc.edu/progress-reports/ 
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Data

UW–Madison

The current women’s undergraduate enrollment is 23.3% in the physics major, 17.7% in
the engineering major, and 18.6% in the computer science major (UW–Madison, 2025). In
contrast, fields like nursing (86.6% women) and education (85% women) remain highly
gendered in the opposite direction (UW–Madison, 2025). Median early-career wages for
UW–Madison graduates diverge sharply: UW engineering graduates report median early-
career earnings of $80,000 compared to $46,000 for education majors (DataUSA, 2024),
showing how wage outcomes make for a critical economic stake in these patterns. 

https://4w.wisc.edu/progress-reports/
https://4w.wisc.edu/progress-reports/
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National Statistics 

Nationally, women earned 25% of bachelor degrees in physics, 24% in engineering, and
23% in computer science for the 2020-2021 academic year (IPEDS & APS). For national
average wages, it was reported that engineers had a median annual wage of $102,000,
and $46,000 for teachers (U.S. BLS, 2024; NEA, 2025). These national trends mirror UW–
Madison's gender gaps, suggesting that the underrepresentation of women in PECS
fields is part of a broader systemic pattern in U.S. education. 

CMU offers a compelling example of how targeted institutional reforms can shift gender
representation in PECS disciplines, particularly their improvements in women’s
education in computer science. This university was chosen for this brief as CMU has
dramatically increased the number of women graduating in a math-intensive, high-wage
field. In 1995, the number of undergraduate women students entering Carnegie Mellon’s
Computer Science Department was 7%; as of the most recent available data, the
percentage of women enrolled in the Computer Science major was reported at 45%
(Freize & Blum, 2002; CMU Fall 2023). This transformation was accomplished through
CMU’s history of targeting cultural and institutional changes, such as broadening its
admissions criteria beyond prior coding experience, redefining success in computer
science to include collaboration and creativity, and fostering strong mentoring and
community networks. While CMU’s female representation in engineering and physics
remains low (resembling most institutions), this case study demonstrates that when
institutions address the cultural climate and structural barriers within their programs, it
is possible to increase women’s participation and retention in math-intensive, high-wage
fields (Freize & Quesenberry, 2019). 

Policy Recommendations 
To effectively address these imbalances, institutions like UW–Madison can take
intentional and systemic action by “linking critical thought with purposeful action to
create significant change,” otherwise known as transformative praxis (Sustainability
Directory, 2025). The following recommendations are informed by the SDG’s emphasis
on inclusive, equitable education and by the 4W LIFT Model of Wellbeing’s holistic
framework to advance gender-responsive wellbeing. 

The Case of Carnegie Mellon University (CMU) 
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Thriving – ensure belonging in nontraditional fields
Train faculty and staff in intersectional and inclusive pedagogies to recognize how
gender and other identities such as race and class shape student experiences
(Brennan, 2018; Levintova et al., 2017).
Promote visibility of diverse role models to counter stereotypes and encourage
persistence (Cimpian et al., 2024). 
Uplift existing initiatives such as UW–Madison’s WISELI (University of Wisconsin–
Madison Inclusion in Science & Engineering Leadership Institute), which builds equity
in STEM through workshops, grants, mentoring, and Gender Equity Indicators
tracking faculty representation and  advancement (WISELI, 2024).  

A supportive learning environment is essential for student success. When students see
themselves reflected in role models and supported through inclusive practices, they are
more likely to thrive in fields where they are underrepresented. Fostering belonging and
wellbeing strengthens the quality of education and expands participation in innovation,
creating institutions and workforces that better reflect and serve diverse communities.

1. Transform Learning Environments & Campus Climate 

2. Reimagine Curriculum & Program Structures 
Interconnection – highlighting diversity across disciplines

Review and audit curricula, recruitment materials, and course descriptions to remove
subtle gendered assumptions that perpetuate exclusion (Brennan, 2018). 
Establish and fund mentoring programs across both male- and female-dominated
fields (such as engineering and nursing) to foster reciprocal learning and shared
leadership.
Develop interdisciplinary courses and pathways that challenge traditional gender
norms and highlight diverse contributions (Barnes-Gilbert et al., 2017). 

Curriculum is where students encounter the assumptions and structures that shape
their academic identity. Gendered language or examples in course materials can subtly
limit participation, while inclusive and interdisciplinary approaches foster belonging,
creativity, and collaboration. Embedding these practices into curriculum design nurtures
wellbeing and shared learning while connecting education, equity, and innovation to
build more inclusive and forward-looking institutions.
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Freedom and Safety – ensuring students feel supported in choosing any pathway
Integrate career identity reflection into advising to help students envision themselves
in nontraditional fields while challenging gendered assumptions (Dahlberg and
Byars-Winston, 2019). 
Incorporate gender equity modules into first-year seminars and career programming
(Folguera et al. 2017). 
Tailor support services to student demographics, ensuring robust guidance and
equitable STEM access for students who come from diverse backgrounds (Cimpian et
al., 2024). 

Advising and career counseling shape how students imagine their futures. Without
intentional support, advising can reinforce rather than disrupt gendered expectations.
Embedding equity into these practices helps students build confidence, expand career
possibilities, and make choices aligned with their values. Inclusive advising nurtures
wellbeing and agency while linking education and opportunity in ways that strengthen
equity across both campuses and communities.

3. Reform Advising & Career Counseling 

Advancing gender equity in higher education requires addressing both who is
represented in innovation-driven fields and whose work is valued across the social
fabric. Drawing from the SDG 360 Thinking Tool and the 4W LIFT Model of Wellbeing,
these recommendations highlight that equity depends on transformation at both human
and systemic levels. The LIFT model emphasizes belonging, care, and fair opportunity as
the roots of wellbeing, while SDG 360 Thinking reveals how these same conditions
strengthen the systems that connect education, gender equity, and economic inclusion.

The persistent divide between STEM and care-centered professions exposes how
gendered hierarchies of value continue to shape opportunity. Increasing women’s
participation in STEM is vital, but equity also requires recognizing and investing in the
feminized labor that sustains education, health, and community life (Ferguson, 2022).
Policies that advance pay equity, fair funding, and public recognition of care work are
essential to building an economy and society that value all forms of contribution.

Conclusion
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In a time of political polarization and uncertainty, this dual framework offers a grounded
path forward. For example, the National Girls Collaborative Project reminds us that while
language and strategy may evolve, the mission remains constant: sustained,
collaborative action toward inclusion and justice (NGCP, 2025). Guided by the Wisconsin
Idea and informed by both tools, UW–Madison can lead by example, showing how
education, innovation, and care can advance together so that every student, especially
those historically underrepresented in STEM, can thrive and help build a more equitable
and sustainable world.

References
4W Summit. TRANSFORMATIVE EDUCATION: Equity, Sustainability, Empowerment 2017,
 

Barnes-Gilbert, Ashley, et al. "Session 2A: Transformative Feminist Teaching Praxis." 

TRANSFORMATIVE EDUCATION: Equity, Sustainability, Empowerment 2017, 4W 
Initiative, 28 May 2017, Pyle Center, Madison. Conference presentation.  

Bonfert, Anna, and Divyanshi Wadhwa. “Tracing Global Trends in Education: A Tale of Old 
and New Gender Gaps.” World Bank Gender Data Portal, 18 Apr. 2024,
https://datatopics.worldbank.org/world-development-indicators/stories/tracing-
global-trends-in-education.html. 

Brennan, John. “The Social Dimension of Higher Education: Reproductive and
Transformative.” Handbook on the Politics of Higher Education, 29 June 2018,
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781786435026.00012.

Bureau, US Census. “Income, Poverty and Health Insurance Coverage in the United 
States: 2024.” Census.gov, 9 Sept. 2025, www.census.gov/newsroom/press-
releases/2025/income-poverty-health-insurance-coverage.html. 

Carnegie Mellon University | Data USA.” Datausa.io, 2023,
datausa.io/profile/university/carnegie-mellon-university.

Cimpian, Joseph R, and Jo R King. “An Institution-Level Analysis of Gender Gaps in STEM
over Time.” Science, vol. 386, no. 6724, 21 Nov. 2024, pp. 853–856,
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adr0787. 

Dahlberg, Maria Lund, and Angela Byars-Winston. “Mentoring Underrepresented 
Students in STEMM: Why Do Identities Matter?” Www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov, National
Academies Press (US), 30 Oct. 2019, www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK552781/. 

4W Initiative, 28 May 2017, Pyle Center, Madison. Conference presentation. 

https://datatopics.worldbank.org/world-development-indicators/stories/tracing-global-trends-in-education.html
https://datatopics.worldbank.org/world-development-indicators/stories/tracing-global-trends-in-education.html
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781786435026.00012
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781786435026.00012
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2025/income-poverty-health-insurance-coverage.html
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2025/income-poverty-health-insurance-coverage.html
https://datausa.io/profile/university/carnegie-mellon-university
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adr0787
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK552781/


 

Advancing Gender Equity in Higher Education

8

DiPrete Brown, Lori and Bintliff, Amy. The 4W Women and Wellbeing Progress Report.
University of Wisconsin–Madison, Wisconsin, 2024. https://4w.wisc.edu/progress-
reports/ 

Ferguson, Stephanie . “Data Deep Dive: A Decline of Women in the Workforce.”
Www.uschamber.com, 27 Apr. 2022, www.uschamber.com/workforce/data-deep-
dive-a-decline-of-women-in-the-workforce. 

Frieze, Carol. “Building an Effective Computer Science* Student Organization: The
Carnegie Mellon Women@SCS Action Plan.” Cmu.edu, 2002,
www.cs.cmu.edu/~cfrieze/women@scs/paper.html. 

Frieze, Carol, and Jeria L. Quesenberry. “How Computer Science at CMU Is Attracting and
Retaining Women.” Acm.org, Feb. 2019, cacm.acm.org/opinion/how-computer-
science-at-cmu-is-attracting-and-retaining-women/. 

“Information at a Glance.” Cmu.edu, 2023,
https://www.cmu.edu/ira/university-information/info-at-a-glance-20232.pdf

IPEDS & APS. “Physics Education Statistics.” 
www.aps.org/learning-center/statistics/education.

Johnson, Lindsay N., et al. Women of Color in STEM : Navigating the Workforce. Charlotte,
Nc, Information Age Publishing, Inc, 2017, pp. 39–56. 

Koch, Amanda J., et al. “Why Women STEM Majors Are Less Likely than Men to Persist in
Completing a STEM Degree: More than the Individual.” Personality and Individual
Differences, vol. 190, no. 111532, May 2022, p. 111532,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2022.111532. 

Lawson, Katie M. “Women’s Daily Performance, Enjoyment, and Comfort in Male-
Dominated Majors: The Role of Social Interactions in Classes.” Research in Higher
Education, vol. 62, 1 Sept. 2020, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-020- 09609-5. 

Levintova, Katia, et al. "Session: 1C Gender Issues in Teaching in Traditionally
Maledominated Social Sciences: Student Perceptions, Gender Identities, Feminist
Pedagogies, and Empowerment." TRANSFORMATIVE EDUCATION: Equity,
Sustainability, Empowerment 2017, 4W Initiative, 28 May 2017, Pyle Center,
Madison. Conference presentation. 

National Education Association. “Educator Pay and Student Spending: How Does Your
State Rank? | NEA.” NEA, 29 Apr. 2025, www.nea.org/resource-library/educator-pay-
and-student-spending-how-does-your-state-rank. 

https://4w.wisc.edu/progress-reports/
https://4w.wisc.edu/progress-reports/
https://4w.wisc.edu/progress-reports/
https://www.uschamber.com/
https://www.uschamber.com/
https://www.uschamber.com/workforce/data-deep-dive-a-decline-of-women-in-the-workforce
https://www.uschamber.com/workforce/data-deep-dive-a-decline-of-women-in-the-workforce
mailto:www.cs.cmu.edu/~cfrieze/women@scs/paper.html
https://www.cmu.edu/ira/university-information/info-at-a-glance-20232.pdf
https://www.aps.org/learning-center/statistics/education
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2022.111532
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-020-09609-5
https://www.nea.org/resource-library/educator-pay-and-student-spending-how-does-your-state-rank
https://www.nea.org/resource-library/educator-pay-and-student-spending-how-does-your-state-rank


Advancing Gender Equity in Higher Education

National Girls Collaborative Project. “The Future of Support for Girls and Women in STEM
| NGCP.” YouTube, 26 Mar. 2025, www.youtube.com/watch?v=3KG4SiJOUxg 

“SDG 360 Thinking.” Sdg360thinking.org, 2025.
“Transformative Praxis → Term.” Lifestyle → Sustainability Directory, 8 Feb. 2025, 

lifestyle.sustainability-directory.com/term/transformative-praxis/. 
“Trends in Degrees and Related Data.” Wisc.edu, 2025, 

viz.wisc.edu/views/TrendsinDegreesandRelatedData/HomePage.
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. “Mechanical Engineers: Occupational Outlook Handbook:

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.” Bls.gov, U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS, 29 Aug.
2024, www.bls.gov/ooh/architecture-and- engineering/mechanical-engineers.htm. 

9

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3KG4SiJOUxg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3KG4SiJOUxg
https://lifestyle.sustainability-directory.com/term/transformative-praxis/
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/architecture-and-engineering/mechanical-engineers.htm

