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Community colleges open the door to opportunity for millions of Americans who want to 
pursue higher education and secure their economic futures. As an organization founded 
on the basic principle of making college accessible to women, the American Association 
of University Women (AAUW) has been a leading voice for women in education and 
the workplace for more than a century. Women in Community Colleges: Access to Success 
focuses on a segment of the higher education community that is too o8en overlooked: 
community colleges.

Millions of women attend community colleges to earn certi7cates or degrees or to prepare 
for transfer to a four-year institution. But too many of these women leave without achiev-
ing their goals. 6is report presents an overview of community college students today, 
their goals, and their realities. Two issues concern women in particular. First, the limited 
availability of on-campus child care has special importance for mothers, who are o8en the 
primary caregivers. Second, women remain underrepresented in high-demand, tradition-
ally male 7elds such as science and technology. 6ese 7elds o9er opportunities for both 
women and men to secure their individual success and to contribute to the economic 
growth of the nation. 

Women in Community Colleges: Access to Success is a call to action. From strengthening 
federal legislation to improving services on individual campuses, we must do more to 
ensure that women at community colleges can access, pursue, and achieve the educational 
and economic opportunities of the 21st century. 
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AAUW President
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AAUW Executive Director 
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Executive 
Summary

requiring community colleges to double 
their graduation rates.

A college education opens the door to 
economic opportunity in the United 
States. College-educated workers earn 
higher wages and experience lower levels 
of unemployment than workers with less 
education do. At the same time, well-pay-
ing jobs that don’t require a college degree 
are becoming increasingly scarce. Analysts 
predict that soon nearly 2 out of every 
3 jobs will require some postsecondary 

Higher education is essential to the  
productivity and innovation of the U.S. 
workforce, and ongoing economic chal-
lenges have only underscored this impera-
tive. In 2009, President Barack Obama 
launched the American Graduation 
Initiative, a plan to dramatically increase 
the number of U.S. college graduates by 
targeting an o8en overlooked part of our 
national higher education system: com-
munity colleges. 6e president called on 
these institutions to produce an additional 
5 million graduates by 2020, e9ectively 
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parents and the opportunities available 
in nontraditional career 7elds, includ-
ing science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM). Finally, this study 
considers how community colleges can 
provide more women with a reliable path 
to opportunity and economic security. 

Student parents need child care to   
succeed in community colleges. 

Community colleges present an attractive 
option for mothers of young children, in 
part because they o9er <exible schedules 
and low tuition. Unfortunately, limited 
access to child care disrupts the educa-
tional path of many mothers. Although 
more mothers enroll in community col-
leges than in four-year institutions, fewer 
than half of all community colleges o9er 
on-campus child care, and available slots 
do not typically meet student demand. 
Student parents consistently cite child 
care responsibilities as a chief reason for 
dropping out of community college before 
completing a degree or certi7cate. Sup-
porting the educational and professional 
success of mothers must include increas-
ing the availability of a9ordable child care. 
Fortunately, some community colleges are 
already developing support systems for 
student parents (see chapter 4).

Women need better information and  
support to enroll and earn degrees in 
nontraditional and STEM fields. 

Community colleges o9er a wide range of 
programs, including employment-focused 
occupational programs, academic pro-

education. Despite some notable examples 
of people who have found fame and for-
tune without a college degree, individuals 
without a college education run the risk of 
being le8 behind in today’s economy.

Women have responded to changes in the 
workforce and the economy by enrolling 
in colleges and universities in large num-
bers, where they now make up the major-
ity of students. Community colleges have 
played an important role in this surge. In 
2010, women made up 57 percent of the 
students at these institutions. Currently, 
more than 4 million women attend the 
nation’s two-year public colleges, which is 
more than the number of undergraduate 
women attending either public or private 
four-year colleges and universities. Who 
are these women? About a quarter of them 
are mothers, and many have signi7cant 
work, family, and caregiving responsibili-
ties. Many of these women have limited 
7nancial resources and/or are academi-
cally underprepared. For these reasons, 
they are attracted to the <exible schedules, 
low cost, and open-door admissions of 
community colleges.

6is report, Women in Community Col-
leges: Access to Success, is based on a review 
of the literature on community colleges, 
interviews with community college lead-
ers, a review of program materials, and 
data from two federal sources: the Inte-
grated Postsecondary Education Data Sys-
tem (IPEDS) and the Beginning Postsec-
ondary Students (BPS) Longitudinal Study. 
Drawing on these resources, the report 
looks at two areas of particular importance 
to women: the challenges facing student 
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More than ever before, women are relying 
on community colleges for higher edu-
cation and workforce preparation. 6is 
report recommends policies and practices 
to help women succeed in community 
colleges. In particular, we 7nd that child 
care is a critical issue for student mothers. 
Women also need more support for pur-
suing opportunities in STEM and other 
male-dominated 7elds. But our ability to 
measure the extent to which these e9orts 
can help improve outcomes for women 
is limited. 6e major federal data source 
on higher education students currently 
does not report outcomes for part-time 
students, who make up a majority of com-
munity college students and who are pri-
marily women. To provide better support 
for these students, we must address the 
limitations of our current data collection 
and reporting systems.

With increased attention and improved 
outreach to women students, the nation’s 
community colleges can build on their 
legacy of providing educational opportu-
nity to all. 6e issues this report addresses 
are of particular concern to women at 
community colleges, but improving out-
comes for women will bene7t everyone. 
Moreover, many of the interventions that 
support female students will help male 
students as well. When women have the 
resources they need to be successful, they 
can better contribute to the well-being 
of their families, their communities, and 
society as a whole. 
 

grams in the liberal arts, and both occu-
pational and academic programs in STEM 
7elds. Despite this scope, women tend  
to pursue traditionally female occupations 
such as nursing, education, and cosmetol-
ogy and are underrepresented in STEM 
7elds. For example, women make up  
the vast majority of registered nurses  
but just a fraction of engineering techni-
cians, automotive service technicians 
and mechanics, carpenters, and electri-
cians. With the exception of nursing and 
other health-related 7elds, jobs in tradi-
tionally female occupations typically o9er 
lower wages and fewer opportunities for 
career advancement than math and sci-
ence 7elds requiring a comparable level 
of education. 

Gender stereotypes and a lack of informa-
tion and support are some of the barriers 
to women’s participation in STEM and 
other nontraditional 7elds in community 
colleges. 6ese challenges are not insur-
mountable, but institutions must actively 
intervene to help close the gender gap in 
these 7elds. Women are actually more 
likely than men to attend community col-
lege at some point on their way to earning 
a bachelor’s degree in STEM, so increasing 
women’s participation in STEM at com-
munity colleges could also help address 
the gender gap in STEM among bachelor’s 
degree recipients. Some educational pro-
grams are already taking on this challenge 
to recruit and support women in math and 
science career paths (see chapter 5).
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No Longer the 
“Other College”

Students represent all ages and income  
backgrounds, and most work while attend-
ing school part time. 6e majority of 
students are women, including more than 
a million mothers who take care of their 
families in addition to balancing school 
and work. Because community colleges 
are critical to helping the United States 
once again become the world leader in 
higher education, we need to understand 
and support the students who attend these 
schools. 

Millions of students enroll in community 
colleges every year, yet two-year public 
institutions have o8en been overlooked in 
discussions of U.S. higher education. 6e 
American Graduation Initiative brought 
community colleges into the spotlight 
in 2009 with its goal of producing an 
additional 5 million college graduates 
by 2020 (Obama, 2009). But who are 
these students? Compared with previous 
generations, the current community col-
lege population is more racially diverse. 

1
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THE GROWTH OF COMMUNITY COLLEGES

The nation’s first community college, Joliet Junior College, was founded in Joliet, Illinois, 
in 1901. Since then, more than 1,000 community colleges have been established across 
the country, enrolling a third (34.5 percent) of all higher education students in the United 
States. While remarkable, the growth of community colleges has not been steady but, 
rather, has coincided with significant increases in the demand for higher education. For 
example, one major expansion occurred when the GI Bill paid for returning soldiers’ tuition 
after World War II; another came in the 1960s and 1970s, when more women and students 
of color entered higher education in response to changing social and economic needs 
(Kane & Rouse, 1999). Enrollment also surged with the most recent economic crisis,  
as laid-off workers sought retraining and as some college-bound students passed over 
more expensive four-year colleges and universities in favor of two-year schools. 

Community colleges do not adhere to a single standard model. Funded mainly by state and 
local governments, they have developed and function differently from one state or region 
to the next. California boasts more than 100 community colleges, whereas Vermont and 
Rhode Island have only one each. In recent years, nearly every state has seen demand 
for community colleges grow but funding decrease because of economic woes. Faced 
with shrinking education budgets, some community colleges have increased tuition, laid 
off staff, reduced or eliminated programs and courses, capped enrollment, and reduced 
student services. Thus, just as more students look to community colleges, the support 
services they need to be successful may be cut back. 

students to transfer to four-year institu-
tions, community colleges today o9er 
associate degrees and certi7cate programs, 
remedial and developmental education, 
career and technical education (formerly 
called vocational education), customized 
or “contract” courses to meet the needs 
of local employers, adult basic education 
classes, English courses for speakers of 
other languages, noncredit recreational 
courses, and dual enrollment opportuni-
ties for high school students (Cohen & 
Brawer, 2008; Kasper, 2002–03). A few 
community colleges even o9er bachelor’s 
degrees (Mullin, 2011; Kolesnikova, 2009). 

Community colleges are an American 
invention. 

Community colleges are a “uniquely 
American social invention” (League for 
Innovation, 2010). Unlike private and 
public four-year institutions, which use 
grades, test scores, and other criteria to 
determine admissions, most community 
colleges have open-door admissions poli-
cies. Originally created as “junior colleges” 
to provide the 7rst two years of a four-year 
college education, community colleges have 
evolved in response to changing social and 
economic needs. In addition to preparing 
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A third of all higher education students 
attend community college.

When most people think about college, 
they picture 18-year-olds living away from 
home in residence halls at a four-year 
institution. But in reality, a third of all 
higher education students,1 including 40 
percent of undergraduates, attend commu-
nity colleges (see 7gure 1). 

More women enroll in community   
colleges than in any other sector of  
higher education. 

Women make up the majority of stu-
dents in all sectors of higher education, 
including community colleges. More than 
4 million women attend community col-
leges, which is more than the number of 
undergraduate women attending either 
public or private not-for-pro7t, four-year 
institutions (see 7gure 2). 6ese 4 million 
women include more than 1 million moth-
ers, of whom half are married and half 
are unmarried (Miller et al., 2011).2 6e 
number of unmarried or single parents 
among undergraduate students has nearly 
doubled in the last 20 years (Goldrick-Rab 
& Sorenson, 2011). 

Community college students are racially 
diverse.

Overall, students of color make up a larger 
share of the student body at community 
colleges compared with four-year public 
and four-year private, not-for-pro7t institu-
tions. Hispanic and Latino students attend 
community colleges in especially large 

numbers, making up 17 percent of the 
student body (see 7gure 3). More than half 
of all Hispanic undergraduate students 
attended a community college in 2010. 
 
Women outnumber men across all races/
ethnicities at community colleges, and 
women of color represent a signi7cant 
portion of this population. 6ree out of 10 
women at community colleges are either 
African American or Latina, compared 
with only a quarter of female undergrads 
at public, four-year institutions. Although 
the gender gap in enrollment favors 
women overall, it varies by race/ethnicity. 
6e gap is largest for African American 
community college students, 63 percent of 
whom are women. 
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Students of all ages and income back-
grounds attend community colleges.

Historically, community colleges have 
attracted older or nontraditional age stu-
dents—that is, students over age 24—but 
younger or more traditional age students 
are enrolling in community colleges in 
larger numbers. In 2009, more than half 
(53 percent) of community college stu-
dents were between the ages of 18 and 24 
(see 7gure 4). 

Students ages 25–34 form the next largest 
group, followed by those ages 35–49. Only 
5 percent of community college students 
are over age 50. Women make up the 
majority of students in all age groups but 
are especially well represented among 
students over the age of 35.

The majority of female community college 
students attend school part time. 

Women at community colleges are more 
likely to attend school part time com-
pared with their female peers at four-year 
institutions (see 7gure 5). In 2010, 61 
percent of women at community colleges 
were part-time students compared with 
less than a quarter (24 percent) of female 
students at four-year public institutions 
and just 18 percent of female students at 
four-year private institutions. Women are  
also more likely than men to attend com-
munity college part time. Undoubtedly, 
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being able to go to school close to home 
and work, and for the many mothers who 
attend community college, being near 
their children is especially important. 

In addition to appreciating the conve-
nience of going to school close to home 
and work, students at community colleges 
can choose from a range of occupational 
and academic programs. 6e wide selec-
tion appeals to students with di9erent lev-
els of preparation and interests. Students 
who want to prepare or retrain for speci7c 
careers can enroll in an occupational 
program. Students can also earn associ-
ate degrees in any number of disciplines, 
including science and engineering, and 
students who want a bachelor’s degree can 
start out at a community college on the 
way to a four-year institution. 

part-time attendance gives many women 
the <exibility they need to manage their 
work and family responsibilities while 
pursuing their education. Most commu-
nity college students work, and 41 percent 
work full time, which may necessitate 
part-time attendance (Horn & Nevill, 
2006). Additionally, students o8en switch 
between full- and part-time enrollment 
(Clery, 2010). 

Why do students choose community  
college?

Affordability
In the past, the relatively low tuition 
at community colleges compared with 
four-year institutions helped make higher 
education more accessible for low-income 
students (see 7gure 6). Today, students 
from all income backgrounds are choosing 
community colleges as concerns about ris-
ing college costs and student debt increase. 
According to the U.S. Department of 
Education’s Beginning Postsecondary Stu-
dents (BPS) survey, students who enrolled 
in a community college in 2003–04 cited 
a9ordability as one of the top two reasons 
for their decision (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2011). Nearly two-thirds (63 
percent) of older students and 73 percent 
of recent high school graduates cited 
a9ordability as a key deciding factor (Rad-
ford & Taso9, 2009). 

Location and program offerings
More than 80 percent of community 
college students in the BPS survey cited 
location or proximity to family as a reason 
they enrolled in their institution (Rad-
ford & Taso9, 2009). Many students value 
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Chapter 1 Notes
1. There were more that 21 million higher education students, including undergraduate, graduate, 

and first professional (e.g., law, business, medicine) students, in the United States in 2010, and 18.3 
million were undergraduate students, including 7.3 million community college students.

2. In 2008, there were 3.9 million student parents with dependent children across all postsecondary 
institutions, including for-profit, two-year or less, and non-degree-granting institutions (Miller et 
al., 2011).

3. These data include institutions that grant associate or higher degrees and participate in Title IV 
federal financial aid programs. Source: AAUW analysis of U.S. Department of Education, 2010.

4. These data include institutions that grant associate or higher degrees and participate in Title IV 
federal financial aid programs. Source: AAUW analysis of U.S. Department of Education, 2010.

5. The Asian American/Pacific Islander category was created by combining the Asian and Native 
Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander categories. The other/unreported category includes stu-
dents who identify as two or more races or as non-U.S. citizens and those whose race/ethnicity 
is unknown or unreported. Totals may not equal 100 because of rounding. These data include 
institutions that grant associate or higher degrees and participate in Title IV federal financial aid 
programs. Source: AAUW analysis of U.S. Department of Education, 2010.

6. Students whose age is unknown or unreported are not included. These data include institutions 
that grant associate or higher degrees and participate in Title IV federal financial aid programs. 
Source: AAUW analysis of U.S. Department of Education, 2009.

7. Total full-time women enrolled for credit includes undergraduate students enrolled for 12 or more 
semester credits, 12 or more quarter credits, or 24 or more contact hours a week each term. Total 
part-time women enrolled for credit includes undergraduate students enrolled for 11 semester 
credits or less, 11 quarter credits or less, or less than 24 contact hours a week each term. Source: 
AAUW analysis of U.S. Department of Education, 2010. 

8. These are enrollment-weighted average prices. Charges reported by colleges with larger full-time 
enrollments are weighted more heavily than those of institutions with smaller enrollments. Source: 
Baum & Ma, 2012, figure 1.
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2 An Open Door 
to Opportunity

Enrolling in community college is the 
7rst step on an educational path that can 
lead in many directions. In contrast to 
students at four-year institutions, who 
typically plan to earn a bachelor’s degree, 
students enroll in community college for a 
variety of reasons and o8en have multiple 
goals that can change over time and with 
circumstances. Students may enroll in 
remedial education to improve their math 
and reading skills, pursue academic or 
occupational programs to earn an associ-
ate degree or a certi7cate, or prepare to 

transfer to a four-year institution and 
ultimately complete a bachelor’s or other 
advanced degree. 

Women at community colleges want to 
improve their job skills and earn a degree.

For women and men, gaining job skills 
and pursuing a personal interest are two 
of the most common reasons for attend-
ing community college. According to the 
Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS) 
survey, completing an associate degree or 
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certi7cate and transferring to a four-year 
institution are also popular reasons for 
enrollment (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2011).1 Women are slightly more 
likely than men to say that they want to 
improve their job skills and plan to com-
plete a certi7cate or an associate degree. 
Nearly half (48 percent) of women want to 
improve their job skills, more than a third 
(35 percent) plan to complete an associate 
degree, and nearly a quarter (23 percent) 
want to complete a certi7cate. Men are 
more likely than women (37 versus 30 per-
cent) to say they plan to transfer to a four-
year college or university (see 7gure 7). 

Women can improve their earnings by 
completing a degree or certificate.

Increasingly, jobs require some postsec-
ondary education, including associate 
degrees and certi7cates, and as 7gure 7 
shows, nearly half of female community 
college students enroll to improve their 
job skills. Enrolling in occupational or 
career and technical education (CTE) is a 
primary way for women to gain job skills 
in speci7c occupations. Women make up 
61 percent of all CTE students who want 
to earn either a certi7cate or an associate 
degree, across all institutional types (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2008). Overall, 
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earning an associate degree or a certi7cate 
can boost labor force participation and 
salaries. Community college students who 
7rst enrolled in 2003–04 and completed 
either an associate degree or a certi7cate in 
any 7eld by 2009 were more likely to have 
jobs, work full time, and earn a higher 
median salary than their peers who started 
community college but did not complete 
either an associate degree or a certi7cate 
(I7ll & Radford, 2012). 

A community college education is an 
especially good investment for students 
who study technical, health or science, 
and math subjects—7elds that o9er the 
highest economic returns. Compared with 
workers who have a high school educa-
tion, women who receive an associate 
degree see a 22 percent average increase 
in earnings, whereas men who receive an 
associate degree see an average 13 percent 
increase in earnings (Bel7eld & Bailey, 
2011). 6e higher returns for women are 
due in part to their concentration in health 
7elds like nursing, which o9er relatively 
high salaries for two-year degree hold-
ers. But women are underrepresented in 
other 7elds, like STEM, which also o9er 
high salaries and growth opportunities. In 
2012, 91 percent of registered nurses were 
women, but women accounted for just 
27 percent of computer support special-
ists and 1.2 percent of automotive service 
technicians and mechanics (U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor, 2012a). 

Women in traditionally female fields 
earn less than men in traditionally male 
fields do. 

Although women earn the majority of 
associate degrees and certi7cates awarded 
by community colleges, they are concen-
trated in lower-wage, lower-skill 7elds. 
Certi7cates are popular among stu-
dents and are the fastest-growing award 
in higher education. Many certi7cate 
programs require a year or less to 7nish, 
so students can complete them relatively 
quickly and become quali7ed for avail-
able jobs (Bel7eld & Bailey, 2011). In 
2010 some of the most popular certi7cate 
programs for women were in health care, 
child care/education, and cosmetology. 
Men were more likely than women to earn 
certi7cates as welders, electricians, and 
heating/AC/ventilation (HVAC) and auto-
motive technicians—jobs that o9er much 
higher wages than those popular among 
women (with the exception of health care 
jobs). In 2010, the median hourly wage 
was $17.04 for welders, $23.20 for electri-
cians, and $17.21 for automotive techni-
cians. In contrast, the median hourly 
wage was $9.28 for child care workers and 
$10.82 for cosmetologists and hairstylists 
(U.S. Department of Labor, 2012b). So 
although women earn the majority of cer-
ti7cates that community colleges award, 
their underrepresentation in scienti7c and 
technical occupations reduces the likeli-
hood that their education will bring the 
expected payo9. 
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Many community college students plan to 
transfer to a four-year institution.

Community colleges also continue to 
ful7ll their original mission of preparing 
students to transfer to four-year institu-
tions. According to the BPS survey, when 
7rst-time community college students in 
2003–04 were asked about their degree 
goal, 81 percent said they wanted to 
earn at least a bachelor’s degree (Horn & 
Skomsvold, 2011). Starting at a commu-
nity college and transferring to a four-year 
college or university to complete a bache-
lor’s degree can save students thousands of 
dollars. A recent estimate by the American 
Association of Community Colleges found 
that the 203,000 students who began at 
a community college and transferred to 
either public or private four-year institu-
tions between 2003 and 2011 collectively 
saved $22.5 billion (in in<ation-adjusted 
2011 dollars) (Mullin, 2012). 

Community colleges offer an entry point 
to a bachelor’s degree in STEM.

6e returns on education also vary by 
7eld of study for bachelor’s degree hold-
ers. Individuals with bachelor’s degrees in 
STEM earn more, on average, than non-
STEM bachelor’s degree holders. Inter-
estingly, women who pursue bachelor’s 

Chapter 2 Notes
1. Some community college students do not plan to complete a certificate or degree or transfer but 

take select courses to learn specific skills. 

2. Source: Frehill Advanced Research analysis of U.S. Department of Education, 2011. Students could 
indicate multiple reasons.

degrees in STEM are more likely than their 
male counterparts to attend community 
college at some point on the path to their 
degree (Tsapogas, 2004). Although it is 
not clear why this is a more popular path 
for women, community colleges likely 
o9er them other bene7ts in addition to the 
potential savings. Academically under-
prepared students who lack basic math 
or science skills can enroll in remedial 
courses before attempting college-level 
courses. Women who may not have taken 
or had access to advanced courses in math 
and science in high school can take those 
courses in community college at low cost. 
In a study on women in STEM at two 
community colleges in Washington state, 
women reported that the community col-
lege classroom had a friendly culture once 
they got to know their classmates, in con-
trast to the climate for women in STEM at 
four-year institutions (Starobin & Laanan, 
2008). Additionally, 7rst-generation stu-
dents who may be overwhelmed by or lack 
information about the admissions process 
at four-year institutions may 7nd the 
less-stringent community college admis-
sions process a viable 7rst step on the path 
to a bachelor’s degree in STEM (Rivera, 
2010). O9ering a9ordability, access, and 
academic support, community colleges 
provide a worthwhile option for women in 
STEM and many other 7elds.
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3 Barriers to 
Success

Community colleges provide access to 
higher education to millions of students 
who probably would not have pursued 
higher education otherwise. But access to 
college does not guarantee success, and 
many community college students never 
achieve their educational goals. Nearly 
half of community college students do not 
earn a certi7cate or associate degree or 
transfer to a four-year institution within 
six years (U.S. Department of Education, 

2011). Such low completion rates threaten 
the educational aspirations of the millions 
of women who depend on community 
colleges—and who attend in signi7cantly 
higher numbers than men do. Reducing 
the barriers to graduation and, in par-
ticular, providing support services that 
consider women’s roles as mothers and 
breadwinners are critically important to 
increasing the success of women at com-
munity colleges.
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Data on community colleges may  
misrepresent student outcomes.

Community colleges nationwide are 
answering the call to help increase the 
number of college graduates, but knowl-
edge of community college student out- 
comes is limited, primarily because the 
main federal data source on higher educa-
tion student outcomes does not adequately 
serve community colleges (Committee on 
Measures of Student Success, 2011). 

6e Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System (IPEDS) has at least two 
major shortcomings that make it inad-
equate for reporting completion rates for 
community college students. First, IPEDS 
reports graduation or completion rates 
only for full-time, 7rst-time degree- or 
certi7cate-seeking students who begin 
in the fall, which excludes a majority of 
community college students (O9enstein 
& Shulock, 2009). Second, IPEDS does 
not adequately record student transfer 
rates. Community college students who 
complete an associate degree or certi7cate 
before transferring to a four-year institu-
tion are counted as graduates but are not 
included in the IPEDS transfer count, 
which results in an underestimation of 
transfer rates (O9enstein & Shulock, 
2009; Mullin, 2011). Additionally, IPEDS 
does not distinguish between community 
college students who transfer from one 
two-year institution to another (lateral 
transfers) and those who transfer from a 
community college to a four-year institu-
tion (vertical transfers). Although lateral 
transfers should be tracked, they produce 

a di9erent outcome from vertical transfers, 
and IPEDS should distinguish between the 
two (O9enstein & Shulock, 2009).

6ese reporting issues mean, for instance, 
that a woman who completes an associate 
degree at a community college on her way 
to a bachelor’s degree is not counted in 
the IPEDS results as a successful transfer, 
a signi7cant oversight when we consider 
that more than 4 million women attend 
community colleges. As a result, the trans-
fer rate of community college students 
may be underestimated. Without receiv-
ing su;cient credit for their graduates, 
community colleges may have di;culty 
earning the support they need to continue 
serving students—especially women, who 
make up the majority of students.

Other data sources overcome some of 
the problems with IPEDS, but they also 
have limitations. 6e BPS study includes 
outcomes for both part-time and full-time 
students, but data are based on a sample 
and not a survey of institutions, unlike 
IPEDS, which draws on the entire higher 
education population and thus allows for 
di9erent kinds of analyses. 6e National 
Student Clearinghouse has undertaken a 
data collection e9ort to improve outcome 
measures for higher education, including 
new data services based on an undupli-
cated head count of students at colleges 
and universities. More than 3,000 colleges 
and universities representing 96 percent 
of all student enrollments, at last count, 
participate in the Clearinghouse. 6e 
Clearinghouse provides a fuller picture of 
students over time as they transfer from 
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school to school and <uctuate between 
full-time and part-time student status. At 
this juncture, the Clearinghouse does not 
disaggregate college student outcomes by 
gender or by race/ethnicity. Improving and 
standardizing state record keeping are the 
7rst steps toward fully articulated, national 
data on community college students. 

Improving the data on student outcomes  
is also critical to evaluating existing and 
future programs at community colleges, 
and e9orts to improve IPEDS are already 
under way. Recommended revisions to 
IPEDS from the U.S. Department of  
Education’s Committee on Measures of 
Student Success include reporting out-
comes for part-time students and expand-
ing the transfer rate criteria to include 
students who earn a degree or certi7cate 
before transferring and those who do 
not (Committee on Measures of Student 

Success, 2011). 6ese changes could 
substantially improve the value of IPEDS 
for analyzing community college student 
outcomes. 

Many community college students do not 
achieve their goals.

Although the majority of community col-
lege students intend to earn a certi7cate 
or degree or transfer, nearly half do not 
achieve their goal, even a8er several years 
(see 7gure 8). According to the BPS sur-
vey, almost half (46 percent) of students 
who enrolled in a community college in 
2003 had not earned a degree or certi7cate 
and were no longer enrolled in college six 
years later. Slightly more than a third of 
students who enrolled in a community 
college in 2003–04 had earned a degree or 
certi7cate, and one-78h of students were 
still enrolled at either a two-year or a four-
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year institution six years later in 2009. 
Gender di9erences in outcomes were 
small; women were slightly more likely 
than men to have completed an associate 
degree, and men were slightly more likely 
to be enrolled at a four-year school com-
pared with women. Among women, 12 
percent had a bachelor’s degree, 16 percent 
had an associate degree, and 9 percent 
had a certi7cate six years a8er they 7rst 
enrolled in community college.
 
Transfer rates are also relatively low. By 
2009, 12 percent of women and 11 per-
cent of men who started at a community 
college six years before had earned a 
bachelor’s degree (see 7gure 8). Addition-
ally, 6 percent of women and 8 percent 
of men were still enrolled at a four-year 
college or university, giving an estimated 
transfer rate of 18 percent overall. 6ese 
data are in line with other estimates of the 
national two- to four-year transfer rates, 
which range from 15 to 25 percent. A 2009 
analysis by the National Center for Higher 
Education Management Systems used data 
from the National Student Clearinghouse 
on a cohort of students who began college 
in 2002 to estimate a national four-year 
transfer rate of about 15 percent (Ewell 
& Kelly, 2009). A more recent analysis by 
the Clearinghouse indicated that about 25 
percent of students who began at a two-
year institution in 2006 had transferred to 
a four-year institution by summer 2011—a 
percentage that suggests transfer rates are 
better than those reported using IPEDS 
data (Hossler et al., 2012). 

Taken altogether, slightly more than half 
(54 percent) of 7rst-time college students 
who enrolled in community college in 
2003 achieved a successful outcome by 
2009. At this rate of degree completion 
and transfer, only half the students who 
enter community college for the 7rst time 
in academic year 2013–14, for instance, 
will have graduated or transferred suc-
cessfully by 2020—falling well short of the 
American Graduation Initiative goal of 
producing 5 million additional commu-
nity college graduates by that date. Simply 
getting students in the door is not enough 
as long as so many students never see the 
bene7ts of their education. Some of the 
major barriers to graduation a9ect women 
and men equally, while others are particu-
larly signi7cant for women.

Why don’t students graduate?

Much research and discussion sur-
round the possible factors that a9ect the 
outcomes community college students 
achieve. Community college leaders and 
advocates point out that student back-
ground inevitably plays a role in student 
outcomes, and, as described earlier, the 
community college student population 
is far more diverse than that of four-year 
institutions. Others acknowledge that, 
although community colleges do educate 
a diverse mix of students, institutional fac-
tors also play a role in student outcomes. 
But research 7ndings suggest that the most 
signi7cant reasons students drop out relate 
to low academic preparation, college costs 



AAUW

21

and limited 7nancial aid, work and family 
responsibilities, and institutional factors 
such as limited information and guidance 
and di;culty transferring to a four-year 
institution (Attwell et al., 2011; Hilliard, 
2011). 

Low academic preparation 
6e open-door admissions policy of most 
community colleges allows students with 
various levels of academic preparation 
to enroll. Academically talented students 
do choose community colleges,2 but the 
low success rate of remedial education at 
community colleges means that students 
unprepared for college-level work are at 
risk for dropping out. Students may be 
eager to begin classes only to learn, from 
prerequisite placement tests, that they 
need either remedial or developmental 
education or have been assigned to adult 
basic education to improve their reading, 
writing, and math skills. Although the 
intention is to help students eventually 
succeed in their college-level courses, the 
evidence on the e9ectiveness of develop-
mental education is mixed (Roper, 2009). 
Community college students who success-
fully completed developmental educa-
tion in math had long-term education 
outcomes similar to those of students who 
did not require developmental education 
(Bahr, 2008). But, unfortunately, many 
community college students never com-
plete their assigned courses in develop-
mental education and drop out of school 
before completing any college-level work 
(Bailey & Cho, 2010). 

College costs and limited financial aid
Community colleges o9er the lowest 
tuition in higher education, $3,131 per 
year on average for a full-time student 
(Baum & Ma, 2012), but many students 
still struggle to pay for their education. 
Recent research 7nds that 7nancial aid  
is one of the most important factors 
related to community college student  
success (Attwell et al., 2011), and com-
munity college students rely heavily on 
7nancial aid, especially federal awards 
like the Pell Grant, to cover costs.3 More 
than a third (36 percent) of the more 
than 9 million Pell Grant recipients in 
2010–11 attended community colleges 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2012a, 
table 6A), but many community college 
students who are eligible for Pell Grants 
never apply (Kantrowitz, 2009). 

To apply for a Pell Grant, students have to 
complete the Free Application for Student 
Aid (FAFSA), but more than half (56 per-
cent) of all community college students 
did not complete it in the 2007–08 aca-
demic year (Kantrowitz, 2009). 6e FAFSA 
is a complicated form, and the di;culty 
involved in completing it may be a deter-
rent for students. When asked why they 
did not apply for 7nancial aid, community 
college students made up the majority of 
students who said that they thought they 
either were not eligible for aid or would 
not need it and that completing the FAFSA 
was too much work (Kantrowitz, 2011). 
Without 7nancial aid, students o8en work 
long hours to make ends meet. 6e major-
ity of community college students work 
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full time and attend school part time, 
which reduces their chances of success-
fully completing their program and earn-
ing a certi7cate or degree.

Work and family responsibilities 
Work. A third obstacle to community 
college students’ success is the demand on 
their time and the di;culty of juggling 
multiple responsibilities. Almost 8 out of 
10 community college students work, and 
41 percent work full time (Horn & Nevill, 
2006, table 5.1). Although working while 

in school can prepare students for future 
careers, working full time can adversely 
a9ect attendance and academic perfor-
mance (Education Commission of the 
States, 2004). Working full time or even 
part time also o8en necessitates part-time 
enrollment, which is associated with lower 
levels of persistence and degree attainment 
compared with full-time enrollment even 
a8er we control for student background 
factors like gender and race/ethnicity 
and academic preparation (Chen, 2007). 
Part-time students are also less likely than 

AAUW WORKS TO IMPROVE PELL GRANT FUNDING

One of the major federal contributions to higher education, the Pell Grant program pro-
vides grants to low-income students enrolled in degree or certificate programs. More than 
three-quarters (77 percent) of community college Pell Grant recipients had an annual fam-
ily income of $30,000 or less, and more than a third of Pell recipients who were classified 
as independent with dependent children attended a community college in 2010–11 (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2012a, tables 6A and 6D). Therefore, any cuts or changes to the 
Pell Grant program could have a tremendous impact on community college students. 

AAUW has supported various efforts over time to make the Pell Grant program serve 
community college students better. One change to the program that could help community 
college students would be to award year-round grants, since many community college 
students attend classes during the summer. This expansion of the Pell program was put in 
place for one school year but then ended in 2011 (Quizon, 2011), a change AAUW opposed. 

Another way to support community college students would be to increase the income 
protection allowance used to determine eligibility for financial aid, which would help 
financially independent students keep more of their income. In academic year 2012–13, 
the maximum Pell Grant according to the U.S. Department of Education Federal Student 
Aid website was $5,550, but even a modest income can reduce the amount of a student’s 
financial aid package. Unfortunately, the current income protection allowance does not 
adequately reflect the actual cost of living for independent or parenting students.4 AAUW 
supports increasing the income protection allowance to address the needs of self-sup-
porting and parenting students.
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full-time students to be eligible for federal 
student aid. As discussed in chapter 1, 
women are more likely than men to enroll 
part time, and 6 out of every 10 women 
at community colleges were part-time 
students in 2010. 

Family. 6e demands of family respon-
sibilities can be a signi7cant barrier to 
enrolling and remaining in school for all 
student parents but especially for women, 
who generally devote more time to care-
giving than men do. A majority of parents 
report spending 30 hours or more a week 
on caregiving, and mothers report spend-
ing more time on caring for dependents 
than fathers do. More than two-thirds (68 
percent) of mothers attending community 
college provide 30 or more hours of care-
giving weekly, compared with 42 percent 
of fathers (Miller et al., 2011). Caregiving 
responsibilities reduce the time student 
parents spend on homework or studying. 

Additionally, student parents are more 
likely to be low-income compared with 
their non-parent peers and therefore are 
more likely to have to work to support 
their families as well as pay for college. 
Having access to reliable and a9ordable 
child care helps student parents stay in 
school, but community colleges are less 
likely than four-year public colleges and 
universities to provide this service. Chap-
ter 4 explores this issue in more detail and 
pro7les an Arkansas initiative that o9ers 
some strategies on how community col-
leges can better serve mothers who need 
child care while in school. 

Limited information and guidance 
For many students, community college is 
their 7rst college experience, and the new 
environment can be overwhelming and 
hard to navigate; some students drop out 
because they feel lost and do not know 
where to 7nd help (Karp & Bork, 2012). 
First-generation college students or older 
students may be especially unfamiliar 
with campus culture, as well as the vari-
ous o;ces and services available to them. 
Four-year institutions almost universally 
o9er orientation programs for new stu-
dents, but most community colleges  
do not. 

6e lack of information and guidance 
at community colleges perhaps hurts 
students most when they are choosing a 
program of study. Confronted with many 
options and little guidance, students may 
struggle with how to select a program of 
study and a degree goal. A recent study 
suggests that community college students 
want more information about “what 
programs and credentials prepare them for 
which jobs and careers” and are relying on 
their institutions for that kind of informa-
tion and guidance (Public Agenda, 2012). 
But that information can be di;cult to 
get, and without guidance, many students 
will simply rely on personal preferences or 
choose 7elds with which they are familiar 
—even if there are limited employment 
options in those 7elds. At least one major 
consequence of this behavior is that stu-
dents choose 7elds that are traditional for 
their gender, which results in women con-
tinuing to earn a majority of degrees and 
certi7cates in traditionally female 7elds 
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that are less likely to lead to high-paying 
jobs that can support a family (Carnevale 
et al., 2012). Chapter 5 further explores the 
role of community colleges in increasing 
women’s representation in traditionally 
male-dominated 7elds. 

Difficulty transferring to a four-year college 
or university
6e low tuition and fees of community 
colleges make them an attractive start-
ing point on the way to a bachelor’s 
degree for any student trying to manage 
costs. Although this can be a successful 
strategy, transfer students reported that 
poor academic advising led them to take 
courses that were ineligible for transfer 
and that poor alignment between two- and 
four-year programs and course schedul-
ing di;culties at the community college 
all delayed their progress (Packard et al., 
2011).5 Women face challenges associated 
with the transfer process in general, as well 

as challenges that are speci7c to STEM, 
such as stereotypes and limited encourage-
ment and support to pursue STEM. One 
California program (see chapter 5) has 
had success in creating a more reliable 
path from community college to a four-
year institution for students, women and 
men, seeking bachelor’s degrees in STEM 
majors. 

Overall, community college transfer 
and graduation rates are low, especially 
compared with those at four-year schools. 
6e open-door access and diversity of 
students with a range of goals at commu-
nity colleges mean that many students are 
underprepared for college-level work, are 
unsure of their plans, and face other bar-
riers to staying in school through gradu-
ation. Even when community colleges 
are successful, the weaknesses of IPEDS 
obscure their achievements.

Chapter 3 Notes
1. Estimates include students enrolled in Title IV eligible postsecondary institutions in the 50 states, 

the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. Source: Frehill Advanced Research analysis of U.S. 
Department of Education, 2011. 

2. Ten percent of first-time community college students in 2003–04 who took an admissions test 
earned scores between 1140 and 1600 where 1600 was the maximum score (Mullin, 2012). 

3. Only 10 percent of community college students took out federal loans (subsidized and unsubsidized 
Stafford loans) in 2007–08, compared with 42 percent of four-year public students, 55 percent of 
four-year private not-for-profit students, and 88 percent of for-profit students (Baum et al., 2009). 

4. The income protection allowance is the amount of a student’s income that is excluded when deter-
mining the expected family contribution for financial aid purposes. For 2012–13, the income protec-
tion allowance was $6,000 for a dependent student, $9,330 for an independent student who was 
single or married to another student, and $14,960 for a student who was married to a nonstudent. 
AAUW supports raising the income protection allowance to $9,000 for dependent students and 
$12,000 for independent students. These increases more realistically reflect the cost of living.

5. In some cases, indecision can also be a problem for students who want to transfer to a four-year 
college or university and earn a bachelor’s degree since the longer students take to decide if they 
will transfer the less likely it is that all their credits will transfer. 
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Meeting  
the Needs of 
Student Mothers 4

and low-income mothers are especially 
likely to drop out of school or to “stop out” 
for long stretches due to time and money 
constraints. For student mothers, the 
lack of a9ordable, high-quality child care 
emerges as a major barrier to success. As 
the number of student parents—especially 
mothers—in higher education increases, 
policies that make it easier for women to 
manage school, family, and work respon-
sibilities can help them stay enrolled 
through graduation. 

More than 1 million mothers attended 
community colleges in 2008. 6e low 
tuition, proximity to home and family, 
and range of program o9erings make com-
munity colleges attractive to mothers who 
want to pursue their education. Mothers 
juggle child care and other family respon-
sibilities along with work and school, and 
the competing demands on their time 
and money make it di;cult for them to 
complete a certi7cate or degree or transfer 
to a four-year college or university. Single 



TABLE 1. 
Reported Availability of On-Campus Child Care, by Institutional Type, 20101

Community Colleges Four-Year Public 
Institutions

Four-Year Private, 
Not-for-Profit 

Institutions

Institutions with 
on-campus child care 528 387 146

Institutions without 
on-campus child care 560 294 1,448

Percent of institutions with 
on-campus child care 48.5% 56.8% 9.2%
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Community colleges have led the way 
in serving student parents, especially 
mothers.

In 2008, nearly 2 million student parents 
attended community colleges, and more 
than half of them (1.3 million) were 
mothers (Miller et al., 2011). Single, low-
income mothers disproportionately attend 
community colleges (Women Employed, 
2012). Getting a college education is one 
of the most reliable paths out of poverty 
for single and low-income mothers, and 
having a college-educated mother also 
improves educational outcomes for chil-
dren (Goldrick-Rab & Sorensen, 2011). 
Mothers are o8en highly motivated to 
succeed so that they can support their 
families, but time spent caregiving can 
adversely impact women’s ability to enroll 
and stay in school.

Child care is important for the success of 
student mothers.

In general, women are more likely than 
men to provide caregiving, and they spend 

more time on caregiving than men do. In 
2011, women reported spending more than 
four hours (4.4) per day, on average, caring 
for children or other household members, 
compared with three hours (3.2) for men 
(U.S. Department of Labor, 2011). 
6e situation for mothers at community 
colleges does not di9er substantially from 
the national picture. An analysis of data 
from the Community College Survey of 
Student Engagement found that more than 
two-thirds (68 percent) of student moth-
ers reported spending 30 or more hours a 
week caring for dependents compared with 
42 percent of student fathers (Miller et al., 
2011). Time spent caregiving can take away 
from time for homework and studying 
and can make scheduling and commuting 
to class a challenge. Across all sectors of 
higher education, student parents are more 
likely to drop out compared with their non-
parenting peers, most o8en citing caregiv-
ing responsibilities and lack of 7nancial 
resources (Miller et al., 2011). Providing 
a9ordable child care thus emerges as a 
critical strategy for helping student moth-
ers succeed at community college. 
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Child care is a high priority for student 
parents, but it is limited at community 
colleges.

A year of child care can cost more than a 
year of college at a four-year public institu-
tion on average, ranging from $4,650 to as 
much as $18,200, putting it far out of reach 
for most single and low-income moth-
ers (National Association of Child Care 
Resource and Referral Agencies, 2011). 
On-campus child care can be more a9ord-
able, but not all institutions have child care 
centers, and those that do o9er a limited 
number of slots for children of student 
parents. In 2010, just 528 community 
colleges (fewer than half of all community 
colleges nationwide) o9ered on-campus 
child care (see table 1). About 57 percent 
of public four-year colleges and universi-
ties and just 9 percent of private four-year 
institutions had on-campus child care. 

Despite growing demand, the share of 
community colleges with on-campus child 

care has decreased over time (Miller et al., 
2011). At the same time, funding for the 
major federal campus child care program, 
Child Care Access Means Parents in 
School (CCAMPIS; see below), fell from 
$25 million in 2001 to just $16 million 
in 2012 (U.S. Department of Education, 
2012b). 

Arkansas is helping low-income mothers 
get through college. 

With limited federal funding from 
CCAMPIS and increasing numbers of stu-
dent parents on campus, some community 
colleges are taking the lead in addressing 
one of the main challenges these students 
face on the road to graduation. 6e Career 
Pathways Initiative (CPI) is a program for 
low-income parents2 o9ered at all 22 com-
munity and technical colleges in Arkansas. 
In 2011, more than 9,000 students were 
enrolled in the program. 6e average 
student age was 31, nearly 60 percent 
were single parents, and the overwhelm-

THE NEED FOR ON-CAMPUS CHILD CARE

The Campus Childcare Access Means Parents in School (CCAMPIS) amendment to the 
Higher Education Act of 1965 provides funding for colleges and universities to establish 
and support on-campus child care centers or to subsidize child care for low-income 
students. CCAMPIS aims to increase access to postsecondary education for low-income 
student parents by providing high-quality, affordable, and accessible child care services. 
Colleges and universities can use CCAMPIS funds to establish or support on-campus child 
care programs and to provide before- and after-school activities. Institutions that receive 
CCAMPIS funds must submit annual performance reports to the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation. The success of the CCAMPIS program is measured by the persistence and degree 
completion rates of students who use the CCAMPIS-supported child care services at the 
institution. 
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ing majority (90 percent) were mothers. 
Since it began in 2005, CPI has helped put 
thousands of low-income parents—mostly 
mothers—on the path to work and better-
paying jobs. 6e program, which builds 
on the existing “welfare to work” model, 
is designed to help poor and low-income 
parents achieve academic and workplace 
success through academic advising, tutor-
ing, and job placement assistance. Helping 
students 7nd a9ordable child care while 
they are enrolled in college is a priority of 
the program.

6e Arkansas Department of Higher Edu-
cation runs the Career Pathways Initia-
tive, which is funded with federal dollars 
through the Arkansas Temporary Assis-
tance for Needy Families (TANF) grant. 
In 2011, the program received $13 million 
in TANF funds, bringing the six-year 
total to more than $60 million (Arkansas 
Department of Higher Education, 2011). 
6ese funds pay for sta9 and instruc-
tors and provide direct student support 

services like child care and transportation 
vouchers, tuition, and other educational 
expenses. 6e TANF funds also ensure 
that CPI participants do not pay tuition 
and that they receive additional assistance 
for basic necessities. 6e community col-
leges provide in-kind contributions for 
classrooms, labs, and instructors. 

Because 90 percent of CPI students in 
Arkansas are mothers and many are single, 
obtaining child care is essential for them 
to be able to attend school. CPI appoints 
advisers on each of the state’s 22 com-
munity and technical college campuses to 
help student parents 7nd child care. Since 
on-campus child care at community col-
leges is o8en limited, CPI refers students 
to o9-campus child care in the community 
and helps cover the costs. 6e CPI advisers 
work with government agencies like the 
Division of Child Care and the Arkansas 
Department of Human Services to coordi-
nate child care assistance. 6ese advisers 
know their local child care providers and 

AAUW LOBBIES FOR EDUCATION AND TRAINING 
FOR WOMEN ON WELFARE 

The TANF program, part of the Personal Responsibility, Work, and Family Protection Act 
(authorized through September 2013), is itself a source of federal funding for low-income 
women pursuing higher education and career training. AAUW has repeatedly urged 
Congress to change the way TANF defines education, arguing that the 12-month limit on 
career and technical educational training should be increased to 24 months and that TANF 
should continue to include postsecondary education as training. AAUW also believes that 
states should again be able to apply for waivers to fund programs that expand educational 
opportunities, including those that use education to help individuals find good jobs. The 
Career Pathways Initiative in Arkansas demonstrates how existing federal programs like 
TANF can help schools create robust programs with real resources for students. 
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work closely with students to ensure that 
their application process goes smoothly. 

Improving outcomes for student mothers
Outcomes for CPI students compared with 
those of other Arkansas community col-
lege students suggest that the program is 
e9ective in helping students earn degrees 
and certi7cates. For example, among 
students who enrolled at an Arkansas 
community college in fall 2010, almost 40 
percent withdrew by the next year, com-
pared with only about a quarter of CPI 
students. To date, thousands of students, 
most of whom are mothers, have enrolled 
and completed more than 17,000 certi7-
cates and associate degrees through the 
CPI program. 6e majority of the awards 
earned are employability or career readi-
ness certi7cates,3 which is the minimum 
postsecondary award available through the 
program. Hundreds of students also earn 
technical certi7cates and associate degrees 
each year. Almost half of all awards earned 
by students in the CPI program are in 
health care, followed by business admin-
istration and manufacturing technol-
ogy, which are all high-demand 7elds in 
Arkansas. Furthermore, according to state 
records, 60 percent of CPI completers 
in 2010 found jobs, and 85 percent were 
still employed six months later (Arkansas 
Department of Higher Education, 2011). 

Challenges and opportunities
Funding is a major challenge for the CPI 
program. 6e pool of parents who meet 
the eligibility requirements in Arkansas is 
large, so funding is capped at $1,500 per 
student for up to 18 months. As demand 
for the program increases, eligibility 
requirements may tighten to limit enroll-
ment. Such changes would deny access to 
many mothers who could bene7t from the 
program’s extensive support services—
including a9ordable child care. Limited 
funding also limits the number of sta9 
hired to provide case management and 
student support. 

Although the accessibility, low tuition, and 
<exible schedules that community colleges 
o9er are bene7cial, mothers still face bar-
riers to achieving their educational goals. 
A critical barrier is the limited availability 
of a9ordable, high-quality, conveniently 
located child care. Community colleges 
can do more to support mothers by pro-
viding on-campus child care. Promising 
interventions like the Career Pathways 
Initiative in Arkansas suggest that this goal 
is attainable and that providing essential 
support for mothers makes them more 
likely to enroll, stay in school, and achieve 
their education and career goals. 
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Chapter 4 Notes
1. Institutions that did not indicate whether they had on-campus day care services were few and are 

not included in the total. These date include institutions that grant associate or higher degrees and 
participate in Title IV federal financial aid programs. Source: AAUW analysis of U.S. Department of 
Education, 2010. 

2. Participants must be either current or past recipients of federal or state low-income assistance 
programs (TEA cash assistance, food stamps, ARKids, or Medicaid) or have earnings at or below 
250 percent of the federal poverty level. A family of three at 250 percent of the federal poverty level 
would have a gross annual income of $47,725 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
2012). 

3. Employability certificates focus on teaching basic skills, including computer literacy and soft skills 
(communication and other interpersonal skills) for the workplace (Arkansas Department of Higher 
Education, 2011). 
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5
A Path to Careers 
in Nontraditional 
Fields and STEM 

6e number of science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 
jobs is expected to grow nearly twice as 
fast as that of non-STEM jobs in the next 
decade, with opportunities for graduates 
at all levels of education. Community col-
leges o9er a range of programs, but even 
with so many options, women remain 
concentrated in traditionally female 7elds 
like nursing, education, and cosmetology 
and underrepresented in STEM 7elds. 
Women’s low participation in STEM limits 
their access to the bene7ts these 7elds 

o9er, including higher-paying jobs and 
more opportunities for growth compared 
with other 7elds. Women o8en lack infor-
mation about opportunities in STEM and 
other nontraditional 7elds at community 
colleges. Stereotypical ideas about what 
constitutes appropriate work for women, 
a lack of support for women entering 
nontraditional 7elds, and women’s limited 
awareness of and experience in these 7elds 
also emerge as critical barriers to women’s 
participation and success. Community col-
leges enroll the majority of undergraduate 



TABLE 2. 
Associate Degrees Conferred by Community Colleges in Select Programs,  
by Gender, 2009–101

Major Women Men

Health professions and related programs 84,526 15,778

Education 11,577 2,877

Computer and information sciences 3,359 10,860

Engineering technologies 2,628 15,629

Personal and culinary services 2,500 1,560

Mechanic and repair technologies/technicians 785 11,332

Mathematics and statistics 317 690

Engineering 282 1,902

Construction trades 210 3,073
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women in higher education, so they have 
an opportunity to increase women’s partici-
pation in nontraditional 7elds, including 
STEM, by actively addressing the barriers 
women face in pursuing these 7elds and 
transferring to four-year institutions.

Community colleges offer students the 
preparation they need.

Community colleges o9er a range of pro-
grams in both occupational and academic 
subjects. Students can pursue career and 
technical education (CTE) 7elds such as 
health care, manufacturing, and personal 
and consumer services; academic 7elds 
such as liberal arts; or STEM 7elds that 
include both occupational and academic 
subjects, such as math, science, and com-
puter and information technology (Horn 
& Li, 2009). Students can earn a certi7cate 
or an associate degree in an occupational 
or STEM 7eld, earn an associate degree in 

liberal arts, and/or transfer credits earned 
at a community college toward a bachelor’s 
and more advanced degrees at a four-year 
institution. 

Nontraditional and STEM fields have  
earning power.

As discussed in chapter 2, women who 
earn a certi7cate or an associate or higher 
degree have higher average earnings than 
women with less education, but economic 
payo9 varies by 7eld of study. Scienti7c, 
technical, health, and math 7elds o9er the 
highest economic returns. Unfortunately, 
except for health 7elds, where women 
dominate, these top-paying 7elds are non-
traditional for women. 6e U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor de7nes nontraditional 
occupations for women as those where 
women make up less than 25 percent of 
workers. In 2010, women made up nearly 
half the total U.S. workforce (48 percent) 



TABLE 3. 
Certificates Conferred by Community Colleges in Select Programs, by Gender, 
2009–102

Major Women Men

Health professions and related programs 112,775 28,354

Personal and culinary services 12,697 3,603

Education 4,624 973

Computer information sciences 4,555 10,191

Engineering technologies 2,283 13,668

Mechanic and repair technologies/technicians 2,049 36,768

Construction trades 665 15,442

Engineering 25 178

Mathematics and statistics 2 13
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but less than a quarter (24 percent) of the 
STEM workforce (Beede et al., 2011).3 
In 2012, 1.8 percent of electricians, 1.2 
percent of automotive service technicians 
and mechanics, and 4.8 percent of welders, 
solderers, and brazers were women (U.S. 
Department of Labor, 2012a). Not only 
do these occupations o9er higher wages 
compared with traditionally female occu-
pations, but they also typically o9er more 
opportunities for growth and advance-
ment. Increasing women’s participation 
in STEM and nontraditional 7elds would 
improve women’s prospects for work and 
help close the gender pay gap.

Women can pursue nontraditional fields 
and STEM at community colleges.

Gender segregation in the workforce is 
related to patterns that begin at school. 
For instance, in community colleges, 
women earn the majority of certi7cates 

and associate degrees in personal and 
culinary services, education, and health 
care. In contrast, men dominate STEM-
related 7elds, making up three-quarters of 
occupational or CTE sub-baccalaureate4 
students in computer and information 
services, engineering, manufacturing, 
construction, repair, and transportation, 
across all institutions (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2008). In 2009–10, women 
earned a small share of associate degrees 
and certi7cates in STEM and STEM-
related 7elds (see tables 2 and 3). 

Research suggests that community col-
leges can be a good training ground for 
women interested in entering STEM and 
STEM-related CTE 7elds. While not all 
community college students are academi-
cally underprepared, women who want 
to improve their math and science skills 
can do so at a community college at low 
cost. Others use community colleges as a 
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pathway to a four-year degree in a STEM 
major. Among STEM degree recipients, 
women were more likely than men to 
attend a community college at some point 
on the path to a bachelor’s or master’s 
degree in STEM (Tsapagos, 2004). Despite 
the opportunities available to women who 
pursue nontraditional 7elds at community 
colleges, research suggests that barriers to 
these opportunities persist. 

Women lack information about  
opportunities in nontraditional fields, 
including STEM.

Women are o8en unaware of opportuni-
ties in nontraditional 7elds early in their 
community college careers (Packard et 
al., 2010; Starobin & Laanan, 2008), but 
information plays a key role in recruit-
ing women to technical 7elds (Mastracci, 
2003). A survey by Women Employed 
(2004), an advocate for women’s economic 
advancement, found that women in low-
wage jobs were more likely to consider 
information technology (IT) as a possible 
career path a8er learning more about 
salaries, entry-level positions, and training 
opportunities. But even a8er women learn 
about these opportunities, misconcep-
tions about STEM career options remain a 
barrier. For example, some women in the 
survey thought that IT was too solitary 
a work environment and did not real-
ize that IT jobs are available in 7elds like 
education and health care. Others were 
concerned about isolation and not having 
other women as role models or support, 
which reduced the likelihood of women 
committing to nontraditional or STEM 

7elds. Additionally, women may not have 
a great deal of experience in or exposure 
to working with cars or computers, for 
instance, before enrolling in community 
college. 6is lack of experience is also a 
barrier to women’s participation in nontra-
ditional and STEM 7elds.

Women face gender stereotypes and bias 
in nontraditional fields.

Gender stereotypes o8en plague women 
in STEM at community colleges, just as 
they do women at four-year institutions. 
Unfortunately, studies suggest that CTE 
programs may inadvertently reinforce 
these stereotypes. Some programs use 
assessment tests that are more accurate at 
predicting men’s educational abilities and 
interests than those of women (Armstrong, 
2000). In 7elds like welding and auto 
mechanics, for example, these tests can 
state that individuals should be physi-
cally 7t and able to li8 heavy objects, and 
women are advised not to select these 7elds 
because it is presumed that they do not 
possess those characteristics (Lester, 2010). 

Stereotypes about women’s ability in math 
also a9ect women in community colleges, 
and even women with strong science 
and math backgrounds reported receiv-
ing little encouragement and support to 
pursue science and math 7elds (Starobin & 
Laanan, 2008). Studies show, however, that 
the community college environment may 
provide an advantage in building women’s 
con7dence in math. Although some 
women enter community college math 
courses underprepared, they later report 
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increasingly positive attitudes toward 
math. For instance, women who entered 
their program feeling anxious about taking 
higher-level math courses said that their 
con7dence grew as they persevered and 
improved (Starobin & Laanan, 2008).

Familial and institutional support are 
crucial.

Encouragement and support from family, 
peers, and faculty also play an important 
role in helping women in STEM persist on 
the path to a degree (Reyes, 2011; Packard 
et al., 2010). Some women receive con<ict-
ing messages or a lack of emotional and 
7nancial support from their families, who 
may not understand the demands of col-
lege work or who may doubt that women 
have the academic skills to succeed in 
technical 7elds (Reyes, 2011; Starobin 
& Laanan, 2008). Lack of familial sup-
port is o8en compounded by a lack of 
institutional support. Poor academic and 
7nancial aid counseling, for example, can 
delay transfers for community college stu-
dents and increase overall cost. If a student 
takes courses that are not accepted by the 
four-year school to which she wishes to 
transfer, she may have to take additional 
coursework at her four-year institution, a 
drain on both time and money (Packard et 
al., 2011; Lester, 2010; Starobin & Laanan, 
2008). 

California community colleges are  
building a foundation for women in STEM.

6e hallmark “open door” of community 
colleges is only a 7rst step. Full access 
goes beyond admission to educating 

women about all their options, includ-
ing nontraditional 7elds. Two approaches 
from California promise to increase the 
participation of women in nontraditional 
occupations and STEM. One works to 
increase the number of community college 
students who transfer and earn bachelor’s 
degrees in STEM, and the other focuses on 
increasing women’s participation in non-
traditional career and technical education 
programs. 

California has the largest community col-
lege sector in the country, with more than 
100 community colleges serving almost  
2 million students. Strong institutional 
connections between the state’s commu-
nity colleges and four-year institutions 
dictate a clear transfer protocol. 

The Mathematics, Engineering, Science 
Achievement Community College Program
Founded in 1993, the Mathematics, 
Engineering, Science Achievement Com-
munity College program (MCCP) serves 
students at 36 community colleges in 
California. 6e program aims to increase 
the number of educationally disadvan-
taged community college students in 
STEM, many of whom are lower-income 
and 7rst-generation students. Funded by 
state and corporate partners, MCCP has 
13 components (see sidebar, page 36) and 
focuses on supporting community college 
students from their 7rst enrollment until 
they successfully transfer to a four-year 
institution. Although the program does 
not speci7cally target women, several key 
program components address signi7cant 
barriers facing women in STEM at com-
munity colleges. 
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MCCP has successfully put many women 
and underrepresented community college 
students on the path to a bachelor’s degree 
in STEM. 6e program enrolls less than 
1 percent of the entire California com-
munity college population, but in 2010 
it produced 8 percent of all California 
transfer students in STEM. More than 553 
students, including more than 200 women, 
transferred to either California State 
University or the University of California 
system. About 40 percent of the 3,500 par-
ticipating students in 2010 were women. 

Peer support. Creating a sense of com-
munity and a support system for students 
are top priorities for MCCP. Strong insti-
tutional support is especially important for 
7rst-generation students, whose families 
typically have little experience with college 
to guide them (Reyes, 2011). To foster 
peer support, the program creates learn-
ing communities of students who take 

their math and science courses together 
in a cluster, which facilitates relationships 
among students and with faculty. Learning 
communities have been shown to improve 
student performance, especially in the 7rst 
year of college, and to promote student 
engagement and feelings of belonging 
(Scrivener & Coghlan, 2011). 

Academic support and tutoring. Provid-
ing students with academic support is 
also an important component of MCCP. 
Having limited math skills or experience 
can deter women from pursuing STEM 
7elds, as can a lack of con7dence in their 
ability to learn math and science. Under-
represented students are less likely to 
have access to advanced courses in math 
and science in high school, limiting their 
later educational options (AAUW, 2010). 
But MCCP does not reject students with 
limited math preparation—in fact, most 
MCCP students begin college math with 

13 COMPONENTS OF THE MATH, ENGINEERING, SCIENCE 
ACHIEVEMENT COMMUNITY COLLEGE PROGRAM 

1. A dedicated student study center

2. A dedicated full-time director on each 
campus   

3. Academic advising  

4. Academic excellence workshops

5. Early introduction into STEM careers 
through internships and summer 
research programs  

6. Professional development and  
enrichment activities  

7. Student clustering or learning   
communities   

8. An orientation course

9. Tutoring   

10. A campus council  

11. A database   

12. Co-curricular STEM-related clubs

13. A liaison with K–12 schools involved 
with the program  
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introductory algebra. 6e program pro-
vides academic tutoring and advising and 
closely monitors student progress. 

Transfer support. Inadequate support 
for students seeking to transfer to four-
year institutions can delay transfers and 
increase costs if, for example, students take 
courses that are not accepted at the des-
tination institution. MCCP ensures that 
students receive expert academic advising 
and guidance on the path to transferring, 
with counselors on each campus devoted 
to assisting STEM students with the 
transfer process. Together, counselors and 
students develop individual, multi-year 
plans that are reviewed and updated regu-
larly to ensure transfer success. Counselors 
also determine which credits will transfer 
and help students keep track of transfer 
requirements.

Challenges. MCCP provides a model 
for increasing women’s participation in 
STEM at community colleges and among 
transfers who go on to earn a bachelor’s 
degree in those 7elds. Overall, women 
made up 38 percent of MCCP transfers 
in 2010 and more than half of transfer 
students in life sciences and mathematics. 
Less than one-78h of transfers in engi-
neering, physics, and earth science were 
women, however, which is similar to the 
proportion of women in these same 7elds 
at four-year institutions. 6ese numbers 
indicate that much more still needs to be 
done to encourage women’s participation 
in STEM overall and 7elds like engineer-
ing in particular.

The CalWomen Tech Program
6e CalWomen Tech program is a 
second model for recruiting and retain-
ing women in scienti7c and technical 
7elds at community colleges. 6e project 
focuses on outreach to and recruitment 
of women, addressing gaps in skills and 
improving the culture in classrooms to 
promote women’s participation in STEM-
related CTE 7elds. Started in 2006 by the 
California-based Institute for Women 
in Trades, Technology, and Sciences 
(IWITTS) with an initial $2 million grant 
from the National Science Foundation 
(NSF), the program currently operates 
at eight California community colleges 
and is expanding with additional sup-
port (a $1 million 7ve-year grant) from 
the NSF. CalWomen Tech is based on two 
central beliefs: 7rst, that most educators 
and employers are eager to recruit and 
retain women in STEM; and second, that 
educators and employers don’t know how 
to do that e9ectively and lack the time and 
resources to 7gure it out on their own. 6e 
program assists community colleges that 
are interested in promoting gender equity 
by providing prepackaged or turnkey 
solutions proven to encourage women’s 
recruitment and retention in science and 
technology programs. Federal legislation 
like the Perkins Act has echoed this goal 
(see sidebar, page 38).

Recruiting women in nontraditional 
!elds. 6e CalWomen Tech program 
focuses on active outreach and recruit-
ment to increase women’s participation 
in nontraditional career education 7elds 
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at community colleges. Women are o8en 
unaware of opportunities to study STEM-
related CTE 7elds or may believe that 
these 7elds are not suitable for them. As a 
result, the program’s promotional materi-
als feature women in STEM-related 7elds 
to send the message that women can and 
are welcome to participate in these 7elds 
at the community college. 6e community 
colleges may not be able to create their 
own marketing materials, so IWITTS 
provides customized recruitment materials 
for all the institutions that are part of the 
program, including creating “women in 
technology” websites for all involved col-
leges. 6ese materials include information 
on salaries, job prospects, postgraduate 
career placement, and working environ-
ment in nontraditional 7elds. Each website 
features successful women at each school, 
along with information on their family 

background, personal stories, and testimo-
nials about their work. All these materials 
communicate to other women that they 
too can successfully pursue a science or 
technical 7eld. 

Working with IWITTS as part of the Cal-
Women Tech program helped the com-
puter networking and information tech-
nology program at the City College of San 
Francisco attract more female students. 
In 2006, just 19 percent of students in the 
program were women, so the sta9 decided 
to implement an outreach campaign. 6e 
CalWomen Tech project leaders gave 
presentations to the college counseling 
sta9 on how to recruit women into the 
program. 6e counselors also received 
customized recruitment brochures and 
posters to distribute as part of their regular 
practice when meeting with students. 

THE PERKINS ACT: FEDERAL SUPPORT FOR WOMEN  
IN NONTRADITIONAL CAREERS

The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act is the federal law that funds 
career and technical education programs at secondary and postsecondary institutions 
across the country. The 2006 law, known as Perkins IV, contains gender equity provisions 
intended to increase the number of women in nontraditional careers. The provisions 
require federally funded state and local institutions to promote gender equity and hold 
them accountable for students’ participation and completion rates in programs nontra-
ditional for their gender. Federally funded institutions must disaggregate their data by 
gender, race/ethnicity, and special population status such as single parents and displaced 
homemakers. Schools that do not meet preset performance goals must implement 
improvement plans or face sanctions or loss of funding. The law’s gender equity provi-
sions signal that career and technical training is critical to ensuring women’s access to the 
education and career preparation they need to be competitive in the global economy. The 
Perkins Act is due for reauthorization, and AAUW supports continuing the accountability 
measures for student success in nontraditional fields in Perkins V.
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Within two years of active outreach and 
recruitment, women’s enrollment in the 
computer networking and information 
technology program increased to 33 
percent—a 14-percent bump. By 2010 
(when the original funding for the project 
ended), women still made up a third of 
students in the IT program.

Bridging the gender gap. 6e CalWomen 
Tech program also addresses gaps in 
knowledge and experience to increase 
women’s participation in nontraditional 
7elds. Women o8en have fewer oppor-
tunities than men to work with cars or 
computers, for example, so they may be 
less familiar than men are with certain 
tools (Lent et al., 2002). 6e automotive 
technology program at Evergreen Val-
ley College (EVC) created opportunities 
for women to work with tools as part of 
a successful e9ort to increase women’s 
con7dence and boost their participation 
in the program. Although the automotive 
technology program at EVC was popular, 
enrolling more than 100 students, only a 
handful were women. 

6e CalWomen Tech project lead-
ers at EVC developed an entry-level 
course, Auto Repair for the Layperson, 
and actively promoted it using custom-
ized materials that featured women. 
6e purpose of the course was to attract 
women (and men), pique their interest, 
and encourage them to explore automo-
tive technology as a possible career in a 
low-risk environment. Nine women who 
took the course subsequently enrolled in 

the introductory automotive technology 
course the following semester—the largest 
number of women ever to enroll at one 
time. Within two years, female retention 
in the automotive technology program 
increased from 58 to 88 percent—a 30 
percent increase. During the same period, 
the male completion rate also improved 
from 61 to 86 percent—a 25 percent 
increase. So-called bridge courses like the 
auto repair class help students close the 
gaps in their knowledge and also provide a 
more supportive classroom culture, which 
is critical to increasing female enrollment, 
according to the CalWomen Tech pro-
gram. 6e low-risk environment shi8s the 
focus of these classes to nurturing interest 
and bringing students into the program 
rather than “weeding out” inexperienced 
students. 

Community colleges enroll many women 
students who represent a largely untapped 
pool of talent for STEM and other non-
traditional occupations. 6ese institutions 
already play an important role in educat-
ing many STEM degree recipients, but 
they could play an even greater role by 
actively reaching out and marketing to 
more women to increase women’s par-
ticipation in these 7elds in postsecondary 
education and in the workforce. Using 
learning communities and bridge courses, 
improving classroom climate, and estab-
lishing e9ective academic advising all help 
address the barriers that women face in 
entering male-dominated 7elds at com-
munity colleges. 
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Chapter 5 Notes
1. Source: AAUW analysis of U.S. Department of Education, 2010. Program categories are as defined 

by the U.S. Department of Education.

2. Source: AAUW analysis of U.S. Department of Education, 2010. Program categories are as defined 
by the U.S. Department of Education. 

3. There are many definitions of STEM. Here STEM jobs include professional and technical support 
occupations in computer science and mathematics, engineering, life and physical sciences, and 
STEM managers. Social science and education jobs, as well as health and medical professions, are 
not included. 

4. Sub-baccalaureate refers to postsecondary degrees of less than four years usually awarded by a 
community college or technical school, including associate degrees and certificates. 
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6 Recommendations 

More than 4 million women attend com-
munity colleges, but these schools can do 
more to help women succeed. First, many 
student mothers struggle to 7nd a9ord-
able, high-quality child care—a support 
service they rely on to stay enrolled, com-
plete their classes, and graduate. Second, 
women’s low participation in nontradi-
tional 7elds means that many women are 
missing out on opportunities to improve 
and secure their economic future. 6e 
American Graduation Initiative goal to 
produce 5 million additional community 

college graduates by 2020 presents an 
opportunity, a call to action to improve the 
success of women at community colleges 
by ensuring that they have the support 
they need to balance their roles as mothers 
and students and to pursue 7elds where 
they are underrepresented such as the 
high-growth sectors of science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics. 6ese 
e9orts will help to ensure that success is 
also part of the story of women at commu-
nity colleges, but that goal requires action 
on many levels. Federal and state policy 
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makers, community college leaders, fac-
ulty, and program managers all have a role 
to play in providing resources, instituting 
programs and practices, and creating an 
environment to support student success. 
Better data collection and reporting are 
also essential to supporting community 
colleges and their students. Without infor-
mation about all students at community 
colleges, it is hard to make good decisions, 
and this problem a9ects policy makers 
from Congress to campus. Our current 
data collection system is not well suited 
to the realities of two-year colleges and 
their students. Only with a full account of 
student outcomes will we know whether 
our e9orts have been successful.

Support student parents.

Student parents routinely report that 
having access to a9ordable and reliable 
child care is critical to helping them stay 
in school through graduation, but more 
than half of all community colleges do not 
o9er this service. 6e limited availability 
of on-campus child care at community 
colleges is a barrier to student parents, one 
that disproportionately a9ects women, 
who are more likely to be primary caregiv-
ers. Increasing the availability of child 
care to meet the needs and demands of 
the growing population of student parents 
who attend community colleges is critical 
to supporting their success. With better 
access to child care services, student par-
ents 7nd it easier to manage the demands 
of caregiving, increasing their chances of 
enrolling in school and remaining enrolled 

through graduation. AAUW makes the 
following recommendations for support-
ing student parents at community colleges.

Assess the current demand for child  
care at community colleges. 
Student parents disproportionately 
enroll in community colleges, but less 
than half of the nation’s community 
colleges o9er on-campus child care for 
students. All community colleges, but 
especially institutions that do not o9er 
these services, should assess the demand 
for on-campus child care to determine if 
they are meeting students’ needs and, if 
not, how best to meet that demand.

Apply for a Child Care Access Means  
Parents in School (CCAMPIS) grant.
Institutions that do not o9er on-campus 
child care services should apply for a 
CCAMPIS grant from the federal gov-
ernment and use the funds to develop 
on-campus child care facilities or child 
care subsidy programs. Campuses can 
also use CCAMPIS funds to expand 
outreach to ensure that all student 
parents can take advantage of these 
services.

Develop a referral system with local  
child care providers. 
In some cases, meeting the demand for 
child care may have to extend to the 
wider community. Community colleges 
can collaborate with o9-campus child 
care providers to o9er reduced-cost or 
subsidized services to current students 
to meet demand.
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Assign staff to work with student parents.
Having a sta9 person or department 
whose primary responsibility is to work 
with student parents sends the message 
that supporting them is an institutional 
priority. 6is person or o;ce can 
coordinate services for student parents, 
including monitoring on-campus child 
care services. 

Support student parent groups. 
Community colleges can help support 
student parents by developing a campus 
support system or network among these 
students. 6is can take the form of a 
student organization, a support group, 
or even a play group.

Increase funding for CCAMPIS. 
Congress should increase funding for 
CCAMPIS, which has declined over 
time, and modify the funding formula 
so that community colleges are not 
disadvantaged compared with four-year 
institutions.

Increase the number of women in  
nontraditional fields, including STEM.

Many women enroll in community col-
leges to gain skills that will pay o9 in the 
job market. But women are still concen-
trated in relatively low-paying, tradition-
ally female 7elds that leave them unpre-
pared to compete for the fast-growing and 
better-paying jobs in STEM and STEM-
related 7elds. Women o8en have limited 
experience in and awareness of these 
7elds, they may be held back by external 
and internalized social stereotypes, and 

they may lack support to enter and perse-
vere in these 7elds. Increasing outreach to 
women, improving advising services, and 
creating supportive learning environments 
can help increase women’s participation 
and success in STEM 7elds at community 
colleges. AAUW makes the following rec-
ommendations for increasing the number 
of women who enroll and earn certi7cates 
and associate degrees in nontraditional 
7elds, as well as the number of women 
who transfer to four-year institutions to 
earn bachelor’s degrees in STEM.

Recruit more women into nontraditional 
fields and STEM fields. 
Active outreach to and recruitment of 
women students is needed in nontradi-
tional 7elds and STEM at community 
colleges. Many women may not initially 
express an interest in nontraditional or 
STEM 7elds, but community colleges 
can enhance outreach and marketing 
to women in these 7elds by develop-
ing recruitment materials that feature 
women and help demystify unfamiliar 
7elds for women students. Recruitment 
materials should also include informa-
tion on job opportunities, earnings, and 
educational requirements for nontradi-
tional and STEM 7elds. 

Ensure that institutional practices 
such as academic and career advising  
do not reinforce stereotypes or  
promote discrimination of women. 
Academic advisers are a key point of 
contact for students, and academic 
advising promotes student success. 
Academic and career advisers, includ-
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ing faculty, can play a major role in 
increasing women’s participation in 
7elds where they are underrepresented. 
Academic advisers should be educated 
about occupational segregation, gender 
bias, and the importance of promoting 
nontraditional careers to women and 
men. 

Develop educational and career pathways 
to help students navigate STEM curricula. 
Program directors can map course and 
program requirements so that students 
have a clear path to earning a degree and 
entering a career in STEM. Career path-
way maps should also include examples 
of the kinds of jobs and wages students 
can expect from the degree they plan to 
earn. Research suggests that this kind of 
information can help motivate students 
to persist until they achieve their goal. 

Use creative instructional approaches,  
like learning communities, to support  
students. 
Learning communities can foster wom-
en’s success in STEM. Learning com-
munities provide much-needed peer 
support, create a sense of community, 
and help promote feelings of belonging 
among students. Women who have sup-
port and feel like they belong in STEM 
7elds are more likely to stay in these 
7elds. Introductory courses that require 
little or no experience in technical 7elds 
are a good way to attract students and 
nurture their interest. 

Expose women in nontraditional fields to 
role models and mentors. 
Research suggests that women who per-
severe in nontraditional 7elds must be 
resilient, despite the barriers they face. 
Successful women in nontraditional and 
STEM 7elds can serve as role models 
and mentors for female students, o9er 
suggestions and strategies for success, 
and reinforce the message that women 
can be successful in these 7elds.

Partner with local employers to connect 
students to available opportunities.  
Students depend on their schools for 
information about which programs and 
credentials prepare them for various 
jobs and careers. Local employers can 
share information with community 
colleges on the skills they need, job 
openings, and wage information, which 
community colleges can then use to 
decide which programs and courses will 
be useful to students. 

Engage students in reviewing transfer 
requirements early and often in their  
college career. 
Educating students about the require-
ments for transferring to four-year insti-
tutions early in their college careers is 
critical to keeping that option open and 
minimizing student expense. 6is infor-
mation may be especially important for 
students in STEM, where the required 
sequence of courses can be more rigid 
than in other subjects. 
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Develop and implement transfer policies 
that link community colleges and four-year 
institutions in each state. 
State policies that link two- and four-
year institutions reduce the burden 
on individual students to navigate the 
transfer process. Research suggests that 
community college students are more 
likely to earn bachelor’s degrees in states 
with policies that include common 
course numbering across two- and four-
year institutions, automatic transfer of 
associate degrees, and shared statewide 
general education core requirements in 
contrast to community college students 
in states without similar policies (Gross 
& Goldhaber, 2009).

Strengthen the gender equity provisions of 
the Perkins Act. 
Institutions and states must be held 
accountable for women’s and girls’ par-
ticipation in and completion of career 
and technical education programs. 
Congress should maintain the gender 
equity provisions of the Perkins Act 
to continue to promote the success of 
students in nontraditional 7elds. Hold-
ing institutions accountable for students’ 
participation and completion rates is 
the best way to ensure that they provide 
the full range of programming neces-
sary to 7ght women’s persistent under-
representation in nontraditional 7elds. 
6ese measures help ensure that women 
have access to, participate in, and earn 
degrees in STEM 7elds that make them 
more competitive in the workforce. 

Conclusion

In the last century, community colleges 
have taken on an increasingly important 
role by providing millions of women and 
men with access to higher education. 
A strong education system is central to 
building an educated workforce and to 
establishing the United States as a nation 
that values and bene7ts from equal access 
to opportunity. Community colleges play 
a vital role in preparing women to be 
part of the educated workforce, espe-
cially since these institutions attract and 
enroll a more diverse student population 
compared with four-year colleges and 
universities. Without community col-
leges, many fewer women, student parents, 
low-income students, African Americans, 
and Latinos would have the opportunity 
to pursue higher education. Maintaining 
this commitment to providing open access 
requires that community colleges address 
the challenges facing their students. In 
particular, community colleges need to be 
more attuned to women’s lives and needs. 
Investing in on-campus child care, encour-
aging women’s participation in science and 
technology, and demanding transparent 
and accessible information for all students 
bolsters the entire educational system 
as well as the economic vibrancy of the 
country. When women have the resources, 
support, and tools they need to reach their 
fullest potential, they are strong contribu-
tors not only to the economic well-being 
of their families but also to the sustained 
value of the greater community.
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in Schools (2002)

Hostile Hallways: Bullying, 
Teasing, and Sexual Harassment 
in School (2001)

The Third Shift: Women Learning 
Online (2001)

Beyond the “Gender Wars”: A 
Conversation about Girls, Boys, 
and Education (2001)

¡Si, Se Puede! Yes, We Can: 
Latinas in School (2000) 

Recent AAUW reports may be downloaded for free at www.aauw.org/what-we-do/research.



 Occasionally AAUW’s membership list is made available to carefully screened companies and organizations. 
Check here if you do not want your name included on the list.

*AAUW national individual membership dues are $49. Of that amount, $46 is tax deductible as a charitable con-
tribution, and $3 is not deductible because it supports the AAUW Action Fund’s section 501(c)(4) Lobby Corps 
and get-out-the-vote activities. 

** 6e AAUW national student a;liate fee is $17. Of that amount, $16 is tax deductible as a charitable contribu-
tion, and $1 is not deductible because it supports the AAUW Action Fund’s section 501(c)(4) Lobby Corps and 
get-out-the-vote activities.

Yes! I want to join AAUW’s community and help break through educational 
     and economic barriers so that all women have a fair chance.

Join online at www.aauw.org or use this form.

The AAUW community is powerful and influential!
Our members share a strong commitment to educational and economic equity for women and girls.
We are well known on Capitol Hill and in the civil rights and women’s advocacy communities,  
especially in the areas of K–12, undergraduate, and graduate education.
We have been working to advance women’s equality for more than 130 years, integrating our time, 
our energy, and our philanthropy.

Who can join?
If you hold an associate or equivalent or higher degree from a regionally accredited college or univer-
sity, you can join AAUW as an individual national member or as a member of one of AAUW’s 1,000 
branches. Branch members also belong to the national organization.

If you are an undergraduate in a two- or four-year regionally accredited educational institution, you 
can join as a student a;liate of a branch or as a national student a;liate.

Join today! 
Support AAUW initiatives at the national level by joining as a national member. National member 
dues are $49* annually. Dues for student a;liates are $17** annually.

To become a branch member or a branch student a;liate, join at the local level. Visit www.aauw.org, 
e-mail connect@aauw.org, or call 800.326.AAUW (2289) to locate a branch in your area.

Please allow up to four weeks for receipt of your new member packet. AAUW does not share e-mail 
addresses with third parties.

Join AAUW



Personal Information

Name ________________________________

Street ________________________________

City__________________________________  

State _______________ Zip ______________

Phone (H)(________)____________________
            
            (W)(________)___________________

E-mail address _________________________

College/university ______________________

State _________________________________

Degree earned/sought ___________________

Join AAUW

M13WICC

Credit card billing address 

Same as above

Name ________________________________

Street ________________________________

City__________________________________ 

State _____________ Zip ________________

Mail completed membership application to 
AAUW, P.O. Box 96974, Washington, DC 
20077-7022.

Payment Information

Check or money order payable to AAUW
Credit card (check one):    

   MasterCard  VISA    
    American Express   Discover

Card #_ _ _ _ - _ _ _ _ - _ _ _ _ - _ _ _ _

Exp. date _____________________________

Name on card __________________________

Signature _____________________________

Today’s date ___________________________

Year graduated/anticipated graduation _______

I wish to join as an

AAUW National Member ($49) 
AAUW Graduate Student Member ($18.81) 
AAUW Student A;liate ($17)  

You may qualify for FREE e-student a;liate member-
ship. Visit the AAUW website at www.aauw.org to 
see if your school is an AAUW partner member. If 
yes, contact AAUW at 800.326.2289 for your school 
representative.

For college/university partner memberships, visit 
www.aauw.org/join. 

Total enclosed $____________



We Need Your Help

Please give today!
Founded in 1881, AAUW has championed the rights of women and girls in education and the 
workplace for more than 130 years. Hundreds of thousands of women and men have contributed 
their time and 7nancial resources to help AAUW break through educational and economic barriers 
so that all women and girls have a fair chance. Today, our message remains as true as ever: Educat-
ing women and girls helps individuals, their families, and society. With 165,000 members and sup-
porters, 1,000 branches, and 800 college and university partners, AAUW provides a powerful voice 
for women and girls—in Washington, D.C., our state capitals, and our communities. AAUW’s work 
would not be possible without generous contributions from people who share our commitment to 
education, passion for equity, and the unwavering belief that women are an instrumental part of 
leadership, change, and growth. With your support, AAUW can continue its research and scholar-
ship on issues of importance to women and girls.

Yes! I support the work of the AAUW community. Please accept my tax-deductible contribution 
     of    $250    $100    $50    $25    Other (specify______)

Name __________________________________________________________________________ 

Address _________________________________________     City __________________________ 

State_______________      Zip _________________     E-mail address ____________________________

Fax your completed form to 202.463.7169 
(credit card payments only) or mail it to 
AAUW, P.O. Box 98045, Washington, DC 
20090-8045.

Payment Information

Check or money order payable to AAUW
Credit card (check one):    

   MasterCard  VISA    
    American Express    Discover

Card #_ _ _ _ - _ _ _ _ - _ _ _ _ - _ _ _ _

Exp. date ______________________________

Name on card __________________________

Signature ______________________________

Today’s date ____________________________

Credit card billing address 

Same as above

Name ________________________________

Street ________________________________

City__________________________________ 

State ______________ Zip ________________

To learn more about AAUW or to make contributions online, visit www.aauw.org.

AAUW is a 501(c)(3) corporation. Donations are tax deductible.
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AAUW Art, Editorial, and Media Department
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Kathryn Bibler, Editorial Assistant
Elizabeth Bolton, Managing Editor

Katherine Broendel, Media and Public Relations Manager 
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Rachel Wallace, Strategic Communications Associate



By joining AAUW, you belong to a community that breaks 
through educational and economic barriers so that all women 

have a fair chance.

AAUW advances equity for women and girls through advocacy, 
education, philanthropy, and research.

AAUW values and supports diversity in principle and practice. 
!ere shall be no barriers to full participation in this organization 

on the basis of gender, race, creed, age, sexual orientation, 
national origin, disability, or class.




