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Introduction

      A Closer Look at Women’s Colleges

Irene Harwarth

U.S. Department of Education

Why Study Women’s Colleges?

The landscape of higher education has changed dramatically over the past few decades. 

More students are attending higher education institutions part-time, more students of

nontraditional age are pursuing opportunities in higher education, and there is more racial

and ethnic diversity on college campuses today than ever before.   One of the more
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important changes is that women are now the majority of students at the postsecondary

level.   Therefore, the study of how women progress and succeed in our higher education

institutions is vital to the continued success of the American system of postsecondary

education.  

To assess the current status of American women in higher education, we must first

understand the history of women in higher education, and an important part of that history

involves institutions known as women’s colleges.   A women’s college is defined as an

institution where there is an institutional mission to serve the needs of women in higher

education as well as a predominantly female student body.  Over a century ago, women’s

colleges played a large role in the higher education of women, because of the very low

number of higher education institutions that would allow women to matriculate.  But as

the number of coeducational institutions rose over the years, women’s colleges lost

influence over the higher education of women.

Women’s colleges are mostly private 4-year colleges, and private 4-year colleges have

decreased as a proportion of the higher education universe.  In contrast, the number of

public colleges, especially 2-year colleges, has increased, and today public institutions

educate the majority of female college students.  The actual number of women’s colleges

has dropped from approximately 300 in 1960 to about 80 in 1998, but the majority of the

women’s colleges that have maintained their educational mission of serving the higher

education needs of women have seen increasing enrollments over the past few years. 
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(Table I-1, below, shows enrollment data for most of those colleges.)  These institutions

have also been the subject of increased attention.  The women’s colleges that have

remained true to their institutional mission of serving women, and have survived the

rising competition from coeducational private and public institutions, are interesting to

study due to their success in educating women, as well as their resilience as institutions.

Table I-1ΒΒTotal Enrollment at Selected* Women’s Colleges: Fall 1993 and Fall 1995

Institution ST FALL 1993 FALL 1995 % CHANGE
Mount Vernon College DC  378  555 46.8%
Trinity College DC  1,235  1,683 36.3%
Rosemont College PA  585  758 29.6%
Mount Saint Mary’s College CA  1,535  1,974 28.6%
Sweet Briar College VA  570  731 28.2%
Chatham College PA  623  780 25.2%
Carlow College PA  1,865  2,320 24.4%
Scripps College CA  576  695 20.7%
Mississippi University For Women MS  2,585  3,071 18.8%
College Of Saint Elizabeth NJ  1,484  1,762 18.7%
Emmanuel College MA  1,332  1,553 16.6%
Regis College MA  1,160  1,336 15.2%
Mary Baldwin College VA  1,327  1,508 13.6%
College Of New Rochelle NY  6,100  6,762 10.9%
Lesley College MA  5,871  6,506 10.8%
Blue Mountain College MS  390  432 10.8%
Salem College NC  830  915 10.2%
Smith College MA  2,937  3,189 8.6%
Simmons College MA  3,334  3,614 8.4%
Saint Mary’s College IN  1,466  1,579 7.7%
College Of Saint Catherine MN  2,588  2,783 7.5%
Marymount Manhattan College NY  1,773  1,888 6.5%
Hollins College VA  1,059  1,124 6.1%
Meredith College NC  2,345  2,477 5.6%
Brenau University GA  2,120  2,225 5.0%
Saint Mary-Of-The-Woods College IN  1,187  1,245 4.9%
Converse College SC  1,121  1,175 4.8%
Columbia College SC  1,249  1,307 4.6%
College Of Notre Dame Maryland MD  3,077  3,214 4.5%
College Of Saint Benedict MN  1,818  1,897 4.3%
Moore College Of Art And Design PA  362  377 4.1%
Chestnut Hill College PA  1,151  1,197 4.0%
Barnard College NY  2,197  2,277 3.6%
Bay Path College MA  578  596 3.1%
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Cedar Crest College PA  1,543  1,585 2.7%
Mills College CA  1,138  1,166 2.5%
Wilson College PA  875  894 2.2%
Randolph-Macon Woman’s College VA  709  724 2.1%
Wesleyan College GA  428  435 1.6%
Texas Woman’s University TX  9,702  9,852 1.5%
Agnes Scott College GA  600  608 1.3%
Bryn Mawr College PA  1,810  1,821 0.6%
Hood College MD  2,061  2,067 0.3%
Midway College KY  943  926 -1.8%
Harcum Junior College PA  736  722 -1.9%
Georgian Court College NJ  2,580  2,509 -2.8%
Mount Holyoke College MA  1,951  1,896 -2.8%
Trinity College VT  1,099  1,062 -3.4%
Wellesley College MA  2,351  2,257 -4.0%
Spelman College GA  2,065  1,961 -5.0%
Peace College NC  447  424 -5.1%
Saint Joseph College CT  2,022  1,916 -5.2%
Mount Mary College WI  1,533  1,444 -5.8%
College Of Saint Mary NE  1,168  1,096 -6.2%
Judson College AL  320  300 -6.3%
Alverno College WI  2,557  2,391 -6.5%
Seton Hill College PA  962  899 -6.5%
Bennett College NC  664  620 -6.6%
Wells College NY  415  385 -7.2%
Marymount College NY  1,101  1,005 -8.7%
Stephens College MO  987  889 -9.9%
Russell Sage College Main Campus NY  4,217  3,766 -10.7%
Immaculata College PA  2,348  2,053 -12.6%
Notre Dame College Of Ohio OH  794  693 -12.7%
Cottey College MO  370  320 -13.5%
Pine Manor College MA  400  344 -14.0%
Ursuline College OH  1,563  1,312 -16.1%
Aquinas College At Milton MA  349  254 -27.2%
Aquinas College At Newton MA  303  170 -43.9%

*In the report Women’s Colleges in the United States: History Issues and Challenges, 76 institutions were
identified as having a mission to serve women.  These institutions also reported data to the U.S. Department
of Education consistently from 1978 through 1993 independent of other institutions, therefore allowing for
trend analysis of data in that publication.  Of those 76 institutions, the 69 in this table were identified by the
Women’s College Coalition (WCC) as currently having a mission to serve the educational needs of women.
Mount Vernon College was acquired by The George Washington University in 1996.

Source: Harwarth, Irene, Mindi Maline, and Elizabeth DeBra.  Women’s Colleges in the United States:
History, Issues, and Challenges. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1997;U.S.Department
of Education, 1997 Directory of Postsecondary Institutions, Volume I. Washington, DC: U.S. Government
Printing Office, 1998.
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Purpose of the Roundtable and Publication

This publication is based on the roundtable discussion, “A Closer Look at Women’s

Colleges,” which was held on January 15, 1998, in Washington, DC.  Select education

researchers from around the country were invited to participate and react to four

commissioned papers presenting current research on women’s colleges, as well as to

discuss research issues pertaining to women’s colleges and their place in the higher

education community. 

The purpose of the roundtable was to review past research regarding the merits of a 

women’s college education, and to explore what new research will be helpful in the

future.  During the roundtable, participants explored such questions as:

• What does the research tell us about the reasons women choose to attend women’s

colleges?

• What special programs have women’s colleges introduced to attract more minority

female students?

• In what areas are women who attend women’s colleges satisfied/not satisfied with the

education they receive at these institutions?

• What lessons learned with respect to the education of women at women’s colleges

could be transferred to coeducational institutions to increase the academic, leadership,

and career success of women at coeducational institutions?
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The roundtable was organized jointly by the National Institute on Postsecondary

Education, Libraries, and Lifelong Learning (PLLI) in the U.S. Department of 

Education’s Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) and the American

Association of University Women Educational Foundation (AAUWEF).   The issues

raised for discussion at the roundtable were identified by PLLI and AAUWEF staff, with

the advice of researchers involved with the study of women’s colleges.  These issues were

seen as not only key topics in the study of these institutions, but also as topics pertaining

to research already available, allowing a starting point for discussion.

For PLLI, the January roundtable on women’s colleges offered a chance to follow-up on a

report released in June of 1997, Women’s Colleges in the United States: History, Issues,

and Challenges.  This report provided a brief history of women’s colleges, statistics, and

a discussion of the institutional effects of women’s colleges, and quoted findings that

women’s colleges lead to increased leadership skills in young women and to more

successful professional outcomes.  However, the development of this report, and its

subsequent publication, provoked more questions than could be answered in one volume.

 How can women’s colleges be assessed, compared to other colleges, when women’s

colleges are such a small part (1 percent) of the higher education universe?  What are the

backgrounds of women who choose to attend women’s colleges?  Are these women

satisfied with the education they receive at these institutions?   How well do different

types of women’s colleges serve the needs of their student populations?  How well are



7

women’s colleges dealing with racial/ethnic diversity issues?  What efforts are women’s

colleges making to attract and retain students and faculty who are members of

racial/ethnic minorities?

The AAUWEF was also interested in these issues.  As an organization that has had a long

history of supporting women in higher education, the AAUWEF sponsors fellowships for

female scholars from around the country.  The AAUWEF noted that many of the

successful women who have been awarded these fellowships were from women’s

colleges.  Of paramount importance to both the AAUWEF, and PLLI, is identifying

research findings on women’s colleges that can be used to improve the educational

experience of women at the coeducational institutions that make up the vast majority of

institutions of higher education.

The following is a synopsis of the papers presented at the January roundtable, the

discussions provoked by these papers, and suggestions for a future research agenda that

were inspired by both the papers and the discussion.  Appendix A contains a participant

list for the January roundtable.



8

Women’s Colleges and Educational Outcomes

Paper and Discussion

M. Elizabeth Tidball opened the roundtable discussion with a presentation on her paper,

“What Is This Thing Called Institutional Productivity?”   Tidball has been a pioneer in

educational research in studying the outcomes of women who attended women’s colleges

as a part of her interest in women achievers.  For this paper, she analyzed data from the

National Science Foundation’s (NSF) Doctorate Record File Compilation of 1991 on

individuals who graduated from college during the 1970s.  She looked at the number of

women from women’s colleges of various levels of selectivity who went on to obtain

their doctorates.  Tidball concluded that being at a college for women is an important

factor in women’s subsequent success, and the productivity of women’s colleges is

disproportionally greater than their selectivity.

Participants reacted to this paper by questioning how productivity or “success” is

measured, and raising concerns about using Doctorates as a measure of success,

suggesting that law degrees, and MD degrees and MBAs could be considered measures of

successful educational outcomes.  They also raised the issue of what happens in the

classroom and how that can be used as a measure of success.  As one participant asked: 

“What is it that constitutes the experience of making a woman creative?  Making a

woman analytical?  Making a woman competitive, in terms of her abilities?”  There may



9

be a difference between the classroom experiences of women at women’s institutions,

coeducational institutions, and special mission institutions that create the conditions that

bring out the best in women.  This participant added that we should not lose sight of these

classroom experiences as we discuss campus conditions and educational outcomes for

female students. 

Another participant raised achievement of any college degree as a measure of success. 

There is already research indicating higher earning power, better health, etc., with the

earning of a college degree.  One public policy issue that is a priority in the higher

education community is enhancing successful educational outcomes for minority women.

 For example, recent statistics show a high college dropout rate for Hispanic women. 

This participant suggested that coeducational institutions should look at what “enables

women to succeed.”

Participants also discussed the issue of studying the success of women graduates in

traditionally male-dominated fields, such as mathematics.  Historically Black Colleges

and Universities (HBCUs) have been very successful in graduating minorities in the field

of mathematics.  If other higher education institutions want to learn how to improve in

this area, they can study the HBCUs. 
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Issues For Future Research

Develop alternative definitions of success for higher education graduates.   Now that

there are much larger numbers of women attending institutions of higher education, it is

more important than ever that there is study of strategies that lead to successful

educational outcomes for women.  There was agreement that we need to find ways to

measure the contributions of female college graduates to society, not only economically,

but socially as well.

Study the impact of women’s colleges on students’ achievements and careers in

mathematics and science.   There was agreement among the participants that one area in

which success at women’s colleges could be transferred to coeducational institutions was

in the area of mathematics and science.  One of the problems with transferring successful

strategies at women’s colleges to coeducational institutions in this area is that it would be

difficult to immediately change the faculties at coeducational institutions.  One

participant pointed out that a large proportion of the mathematics and science faculty at

women’s colleges are female, while at coeducational institutions the great majority of

faculty in these areas are male.
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Women’s Colleges and Student Satisfaction

Paper and Discussion

Emily Langdon presented her paper “Who Attends a Women’s College Today and Why

She Should: An Exploration of Women’s College Students and Alumnae.”  In her paper,

Langdon analyzed two sets of data collected by the Cooperative Institutional Research

Program (CIRP).  She found women students satisfied with their classroom experiences,

the facilities, services, and the climate at women’s colleges more than women who

attended comparable coeducational institutions.  This satisfaction was not only present at

graduation, but also five years later.   Langdon noted that women who attended women’s

colleges had different reasons for attending college in the first place when compared to

their peers at coeducational institutions.  Women who chose women’s colleges stated that

they did so because they wanted to be a more cultured person or because a role model

encouraged them to go on to higher education.  Langdon interpreted these responses as

evidence of a more “holistic” view, a look at the long-term effects of attending college, a

consideration for the special atmosphere of a women’s college.  Langdon concluded by

summarizing that the data she saw on women who attended women’s colleges indicated

that they would attend a women’s college again if they were making the choice today.

There was discussion about assessment of student achievement in higher education in

relation to student background, and how some researchers have dismissed successful
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educational outcomes at women’s colleges as being related to the socioeconomic

backgrounds of the women attending these institutions.  Participants raised concerns

about these perceptions of student achievement at women’s colleges, and noted that

researchers generally do not discount positive results at prestigious coeducational

institutions because these schools attract students with higher socioeconomic

backgrounds.  Participants wondered why women’s colleges were being judged

differently in this regard.

Participants also raised concerns that women of nontraditional age were often ignored in

research on women at women’s colleges.  One participant asked if, when considering

issues such as student satisfaction, researchers have looked at different age groups.  In her

work she has found that only twenty-five women’s colleges have a student population of

80 percent or over of traditional-age student population.  Women of nontraditional age at

women’s colleges are a minority, but a significant minority.  The research on these

women is qualitative, usually involving stories of changes in their lives through their

experiences at women’s colleges.  Participants discussed how there could be further

research on these women, perhaps through the gathering of statistics.

Langdon reported that her statistical study had been based on women of traditional

student age.  But in reviewing literature and studying the institutions, she had found that

women’s colleges are leaders in responding to the needs of women re-entering higher

education. She concedes that the database she used in her research, CIRP, is focused on
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the traditional-aged student.  The surveying takes place during orientation, and since a lot

of nontraditionally-aged students do not go to orientation, they do not get surveyed. 

CIRP does not include women who attend “weekend college” programs.  Langdon

concluded that researchers are missing a large group of women.

One participant discussed the issue of lifelong learning by pointing out that some

women’s colleges have expanded the career planning office into things such as a

“lifetimes” center, providing services to alumnae.  There was agreement that in the areas

of career planning and alumnae services there are various ways women’s colleges have

been responsive to the needs of women graduates over their lifetimes.  The participants

believed that these strategies, as well as the importance of networking, should be studied.

Ideas for Future Research

Examine the impact of contacts made by students at women’s colleges on their

future careers.   Given the high level of student satisfaction that Langdon found at

women’s colleges, is there evidence that female students at women’s colleges develop

better “networks” with their peers than women at coeducational institutions?  Are women

graduates from women’s colleges more likely to be active alumnae than women graduates

of coeducational institutions?
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Develop a database or use existing ones to facilitate research for long-term studies of

education at women's colleges.   Two participants in particular were very concerned

about the lack of quantitative data for the study of women’s colleges.   One pointed out

that researchers were examining the same database over and over and reaching the same

conclusions.  A new or enhanced survey, or a new database, could possibly be able to

provide new information.  Another participant stated that it would be useful to be able to

encourage oversampling of women’s colleges in current large statistical studies.    There

was agreement among the participants that quantitative, as well as qualitative studies

were necessary to further assess the impact of women’s colleges on their graduates.

Institutional Characteristics of Women’s Colleges

Paper and Discussion

Lisa Wolf-Wendel gave a presentation based on her paper  “Research Issues on Women’s

Colleges.”  In this paper, Wolf-Wendel described case studies of two women’s colleges--

Bryn Mawr College, a “Seven Sisters” college in Pennsylvania with a large endowment,

and the very different Bennett College, of North Carolina, a Historically Black College,

with fewer resources.  Yet both institutions, Wolf-Wendel found, have created

environments in which women are encouraged to succeed academically.  Wolf-Wendel

identified seven factors prevalent on both campuses: well-defined and clearly
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communicated missions; high expectations; some degree of personal support; positive

role models; a large number of women available as colleagues; ample opportunities for

women to hold leadership positions; and inclusion of women in the curriculum.  Wolf-

Wendel concluded in her paper that it is the combination of these characteristics that

make both of these institutions so successful at meeting the educational needs of women,

despite their different levels of resources and their different student populations.

Participants pointed out that most women attend coeducational public colleges.  In many

parts of the country these institutions are the only higher education choices available for

women.  There was interest in the issues Wolf-Wendel raised about how certain

characteristics of institutions can enhance an institution’s ability to meet women’s

educational needs.   How can the positive factors associated with attending a women's

college, such as those identified by Wolf-Wendel's research, be applied to the large

number of women who attend coeducational institutions?

Tidball replied that researchers must provide coeducational institutions with the

information they need in order to develop strategies that take women seriously, that is,

that allow women to make the most of their potential.  Interest in the success of women

students must come from the top, for example, if the institution’s trustees take women

seriously at a school it affects the entire school culture.   Women must assume leadership,

whether in government organizations or coeducational higher education institutions.
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Langdon raised other findings from her analysis of CIRP data revealing that women who

were satisfied with their education at women’s colleges were also concerned with issues

such as faculty diversity and books by women included in the curriculum.   Increasing

faculty diversity and increasing the visibility of women in the curriculum are ways

coeducational institutions can better serve their female students.

Wolf-Wendel stated that institutions need to be purposefully coeducational.  There has to

be an understanding that both men and women will be educated in this environment.   She

found that regardless of whether an institution was a women’s college or not, if women

believed that their institution cared about student learning, diversity and gender equity,

and civic involvement and social issues, women at both types of schools tended to have

positive outcomes.   However, women at women’s colleges were more likely than women

at coeducational institutions to believe that their institution cared about issues such as

diversity, civic involvement, and gender equity.  This is an important point because

coeducational institutions that are purposeful about educating women and people of color

can have a positive impact.  This attitude is vital, students have to recognize that their

institution has a purpose of educating everybody.
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Ideas for Future Research

Compare institutional characteristics and outcomes of students who attend different

types of women's colleges--4-year, 2-year, public, private and/or religious,

historically black or tribal institutions.  Participants were well aware of the diversity

among women’s colleges and agreed that there need to be more case studies.  These case

studies could focus on Catholic women’s colleges and the lesser-known women’s

colleges that do not often get studied.  There was also agreement that there needs to be

more research comparing women’s colleges with other special mission institutions.  Like

women’s colleges, Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), have had great

success in graduating women and minorities in traditionally male-dominated fields, such

as mathematics and science, and in graduating women who go on to obtain doctorates.  It

would be useful to mainstream coeducational institutions to learn from women’s colleges

why special mission institutions are so much more successful in producing women and

minority students who go on to other achievements in these areas.

Identify examples of women’s colleges’ success in producing positive outcomes with

limited financial resources.   Participants agreed that there is a need to further study the

impact of resources. Women’s colleges that have been successful with fewer resources

could offer models for other institutions that will be facing resource problems in the

future.  It was suggested that researchers look at expenditure per student, particularly for

institutions that are successful for blacks and Hispanics.  The importance of this research



18

would be that institutions that have graduated a disproportionate number of women who,

for example, became doctors, or were listed in Who's Who publications, are places that

could be models for other institutions.  These models would provide strategies that might

be transferable to coeducational institutions.  Participants raised concerns that the higher

education community is now more and more dependent on listings and rankings, and the

places that already have the resources tend to be on top.  Tribal colleges, HBCUs,

Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) and women’s colleges deserve more recognition of

what they are doing and how they could do even better with additional resources.

Evaluate the impact of women’s colleges on non-traditional students and diverse

populations. Include experience with distance education, lifelong learning and

“gateway” programs.   Most women’s colleges have developed what some call

“gateway” programs for nontraditional students.   Participants pointed out that the

women’s colleges having the most success with nontraditional students have been the

Catholic colleges.  They are in urban areas, and have always had a mission to serve the

socioeconomically disadvantaged.  Some selective women’s colleges have programs for

nontraditional students, but these programs are rarely adapted to meet nontraditional

students’ special needs such as flexible schedules, daycare, etc.  Also, most of the

selective women’s colleges have high tuition and this limits their enrollment of

nontraditional students.  The Catholic women’s colleges provide a variety of ways in

which a woman can study at the college, and there are also support structures for these

women.  While these schools have become more secular over the years, they have
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continued to serve older and lower-income women and they continue to take that mission

seriously.  It was agreed that the impact of alternative programs (such as weekend

colleges and distance learning programs) on nontraditional students is an area that has not

been sufficiently studied.

Faculty and Diversity Issues at Women’s Colleges

Paper and Discussion

In her paper,  “Diversity and Women’s Colleges,” Beverly Guy-Sheftall described

strategies by women’s colleges to increase the number of racial/ethnic minority women

on their faculties.  For example, at Smith College, the “Smith Design for Institutional

Diversity” was strongly supported by the Board of Trustees and the college President. 

Because this policy came from the very top, it represented a serious commitment to

increasing opportunities for racial/ethnic minority women throughout the campus.  

Specific goals were set and resources such as funds and personnel were dedicated to these

goals.   Guy-Sheftall provided this program as an example of a possible model for other

women’s colleges.  Diversity, Guy-Sheftall concluded, must reach beyond the student

body.  It must be a compelling goal at all levels of the college structure.  In addition to

assuring a racially and ethnically diverse student body and faculty, women’s colleges

must also closely examine their curriculum to make sure not only women are included,
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but also the many differing views of various racial and ethnic minorities in American

society. 

Participants discussed the challenges involved in assessing the effects of attending a

women’s college on diverse populations.  Langdon described her experience working

with Hispanic students at Mount St. Mary’s College in California, and noted that many

minority women tend to shy away from participating in surveys and studies, and this

skews the samples that researchers use.  One participant talked about an alumnae

weekend she convened for minority women who had not come to alumnae events at her

institution.  These women, some now very successful, had always considered their time at

their women’s college as a source of “pain.”  They had never talked about their feelings

before that weekend.   The talks that these women had on that alumnae weekend allowed

them to express this pain and to realize that others had experienced the same sense of

discontent.  This revelation allowed them to feel better about their institution and their

experiences.

Some participants felt strongly that there are difficulties for all women at women’s

colleges.  For example, one participant identified a “generational clash” for minority

women at some women’s colleges between those who made up the small numbers of

women who enrolled before the sixties who tried to blend into the landscape, and

members of a later, more numerous group who wanted to assert a cultural identity.



21

Another source of pain for women at women’s colleges has been confusion about sexual

identity due to negative stereotypes about women who prefer all-women educational

settings.  Wolf-Wendel noted that as housing director at a women’s college she saw

suicide attempts, eating disorders, abusive relationships, and homophobia, which

sometimes resulted in women putting themselves in dangerous situations to prove their

heterosexuality. These issues must be further studied.

Guy-Sheftall concluded by stating “when we use race and ethnicity as major categories of

analysis, I think most of our deeply-held assumptions about women’s colleges begin to

fall away.  I think for me that is the major challenge for researchers over the next decade,

to disrupt some of the assumptions that we make about women’s colleges, because we

have asked a fairly narrow set of questions.” 

An example was raised describing how at one predominantly white women’s college, one

researcher found a reluctance to discuss the perspectives of black or Hispanic women

because there was a belief that “we are all women.”  There was understanding that

women could have a different perspective from men, but not acceptance that different

women could have different perspectives.

Participants acknowledged that there are individual cultures at the different schools, and

that it is important to differentiate between the academic content of an institution and the

institution’s social purpose.  If the institution has an interest in becoming intellectually-



22

responsible and ethically-responsible, there has to be analysis of what is actually being

delivered compared to what the institution claims it is doing.   Examination of an

institution’s culture is necessary at not only women’s colleges, but coeducational

institutions as well.

Issues For Future Research

Examine the role of faculty at women’s colleges, including the work climate and the

impact of faculty expectations on student outcomes.  An example is the issue of

faculty expectations of female students.  We need to know what the faculty expect from

students at women’s colleges.  There was agreement among the participants that faculty at

women’s colleges, in the words of one participant, “take women seriously” and that these

institutions have high academic expectations for all women students.  There was also a

desire to see more research on working conditions for women staff and faculty at

women’s colleges.

Identify causes of “pain” for students and faculty at women’s colleges, and

strategies for avoiding the pain in the future.  There is a need to develop research to

understand why some women identify “pain” as a part of their experience at women’s

colleges, and to deal with the conditions that lead to this pain.  There was concern among

the participants that some women come to their institutions with expectations that are not

met by the institution.  Women may also come to their institution with a different set of
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values than what they find at the institution.  When expectations and personal values

conflict with the institution, these women experience this “pain.” Some of this pain has

been identified as being related to cultural differences. There was agreement that many

women’s colleges have developed programs ranging from strategies to increase faculty

diversity to special alumnae weekends for minority women, and that programs such as

these could serve as models for other institutions.

How Research on Women’s Colleges Could Inform the Public Policy Community

Review of the commissioned papers, roundtable proceedings, and the research issues, as

described in this chapter, lead to ideas for the following ways research on women’s

colleges can inform the public policy community:

• Consider spending more money on research on women’s colleges, while enough of

these colleges still exist to study.  (While they are not expected to disappear

altogether, the number of women’s colleges does get smaller every year.) Oversample

women’s colleges in large national databases.  Encourage small case studies of

women’s colleges, and other qualitative studies.

• Use research findings from studies on women’s colleges to inform coeducational

institutions on strategies for providing a high quality higher education experience to
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all of their women students, but particularly minority and nontraditional women

students.

• Include women’s colleges in any strategies to increase the numbers of women in

traditionally male-dominated fields such as mathematics and science.
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Chapter 1

What Is This Thing Called Institutional Productivity?

M. Elizabeth Tidball

Professor Emeritus of Physiology at the George Washington University
Medical Center, Distinguished Research Scholar and Co-Director,

The Tidball Center for the Study of Educational Environments at Hood College

Introduction

This paper is about ways to increase our understanding of what constitutes a positive educational

environment for women.  We do this by determining institutional productivities of colleges and

universities with respect to women and men who go on to a post-college accomplishment

generally agreed to be indicative of success.  The presupposition is that elements of the collegiate

environment have made a contribution to the likelihood of such an accomplishment.  Unlike

basic research in the natural sciences, where there is a standard point of departure, institutional

productivity studies have not yet evolved to the extent that results from different researchers can

be compared in quantitative terms.  

One goal of our research is the ongoing development of a method for assessing institutional
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productivity that can serve as common currency.  Not only is this effort compatible with my

intellectual upbringing as a physiologist, but it also has the potential to increase the usage and

appreciation of a method that provides a unique and revealing angle of vision with respect to

educational environments as they influence women’s subsequent accomplishments.  By develop-

ing a standardized methodology, results from institutional productivity studies can augment

results from other forms of research in the effort to discover those elements of educational envi-

ronments that encourage or submerge the talents of women whose endowments warrant

accomplishment. 

Because research of this kind is primarily phenomenological, or observational, it is critical that

the steps used prior to counting and drawing conclusions from the observations be both as tho-

rough and as accurate as possible.  That is to say, the final calculations are not the object of the

exercise: anyone can do the arithmetic.  The difficult part comes from making the decisions of

what to count and how to count, what assumptions are to be made, and how the assumptions

made will impact each subsequent step of the process. 

Further, this kind of research is extremely time consuming, demands enormous patience, and

necessitates eagle eyesight and tireless attention to detail.  Because the development of the lists

from which the calculations are to be made are, in fact, “the research,” what is to be evaluated

first is how the numbers were acquired rather than what the numbers are.  Finally, the precise

communication of the methodological steps is essential, not only to others’ understanding of how

to design and interpret their own and others’ work, but also in order to compare results across
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studies conducted at different times by different investigators.  

What follows is a brief description of the evolution of a protocol for our current methodology for

studying institutional productivity.  I present this as a means of proposing a standardized point of

departure for those who would employ this kind of research as a way of gaining a greater under-

standing of the influence of educational environments on students’ subsequent accomplishment. 

My hope is that the protocol will also be helpful to those who need to evaluate institutional

productivity studies for comparison with results gained by other methodologies.

What Is Success?

There are many ways to define success.  All come with disadvantages, not least of which, from a

research point of view, is their measurability.  Who’s Who directories provide much useful as

well as necessary information.  Their principal drawbacks are the length of time it takes for a

woman to achieve sufficiently to be included, and the subjectivity of the decision for inclusion on

the part of the editors.  Research on medical entrants can be built from data gathered by the

Association of American Medical Colleges.  The information is objective and records a clearcut

achievement essentially at the time of earning the baccalaureate, thereby obviating the concern

that the success is “too far” removed from baccalaureate influences.   As a measure for success, it

is very specific and well-defined, but it is also a narrow marker applicable only to a relatively

few. 



28

Although I have used listings in a Who’s Who directory and entrance into an American medical

school as proxies for success of college graduates, I have found the most generally helpful

measure to be the earning of a research doctorate.  This is not because a research doctorate is the

only post-college accomplishment worthy of study or even the “best;” rather, it is because the

Doctorate Records File (DRF) of the National Research Council/National Academy of Sciences

is one of very few markers of accomplishment that is reliable and unbiased, that has been accu-

mulated by a not-for-profit non-governmental agency recording national participation, that can be

linked with the baccalaureate origins of the doctorates, and that can supply year of baccalaureate,

year of doctorate, field of doctorate, and sex of recipients.  This is asking much of any data bank,

but the DRF does have these data available and they do satisfy all the criteria necessary for

undertaking baccalaureate origins and institutional productivity studies.  In sum, databases can be

appropriately constructed from DRF holdings so that their analysis contributes to an under-

standing of educational environmental effects on a standardized measure of post-college success.

Baccalaureate Beginnings

Before institutional productivity there were baccalaureate origins.  In baccalaureate origins work

one provides a simple listing of the number of college graduates by institution who subsequently

became successful.  Most early studies did not separate data by sex so that there was no way to

know the situation for women as contrasted to that for men.  Further, most studies made no

attempt to have the achievement related to its baccalaureate antecedents.  In doctoral studies

researchers frequently use a “lag time” between the year of baccalaureate and doctorate in order

to approximate the relationship.  Nor is an adjustment made for the fact that the time between
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baccalaureate and doctoral degrees is dependent both on sex and according to field by sex.  In

many studies there has been no attempt to make adjustments for institutional size; results were

simply reported as the absolute number of baccalaureate recipients from each institution who

subsequently became successful. 

The first baccalaureate origins research that separated achievers by sex was conducted in the late

1960s and published a few years later (Tidball 1973).  This study, based on samples drawn from

Who’s Who of American Women, also accounted for the different sizes of institutions, and

grouped institutions not only as women’s and coeducational colleges but also as highly selective

and less selective ones.  In all categories, women’s colleges were most productive of successful

women.  Subsequently this work became a Citation Classic for the social and behavioral sciences

and a model of interdisciplinary research.  Oates and Williamson (1978), Rice and Hemmings

(1988), and Wolf-Wendel (1998) have all confirmed women’s colleges to be most productive of

successful women.  The first use of the DRF as the originating database for a sample of doc-

torates earned only by women made adjustments for institutional size and for calculating the dis-

tribution of women doctorates by institutional type and by field of doctorate (Tidball 1980).  Like

the Who’s Who study, women’s colleges were most productive of doctorates in all fields.

Landmark methodological advances were reported by Tidball and Kistiakowsky(1976). For the

first time, baccalaureate and doctoral degrees were separated and analyzed by sex.  Further, by

ordering data from the DRF to be the doctorates only for baccalaureate recipients of specified

years, doctorates earned were thereby attached directly to the baccalaureates from which they had
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originated, obviating the use of lag times for both sex and field.  Correction factors were cal-

culated for the separation of baccalaureate and first professional degrees, necessary until 1961

when the U. S. Government began listing these degrees separately.  The total number of

doctorates, by field and by sex, for each of six decades for each baccalaureate institution were

reported.  Also calculated was the percentage of doctorates earned by sex and by field for each

baccalaureate institution by dividing the total number of doctorates by the actual number of

baccalaureates earned from the matched institution.  This allowed for a size correction in the

assessment of productivity.  Results appeared as rank ordered lists of baccalaureate institutions of

origin.  Women’s colleges were overrepresented both in terms of absolute numbers of successful

graduates and in terms of their percentage productivity of achievers.  Subsequent similar studies

have confirmed many of these findings for women’s colleges (Wolf-Wendel 1998).

Madness in the Method

The most common barriers to comparability among baccalaureate origins studies include the

following: failing to disaggregate students by sex; failing to make allowance for institutional

size; selecting a time period for earning the baccalaureate degree that is too brief and/or too close

to the DRF survey selected as the basis of achievement; using proxies for the number of

baccalaureate recipients that do not appropriately reflect the population from which the achievers

emerged; disaggregating an already small number of achievers into even smaller subgroups for

further analysis and generalized conclusions.  In addition, there is no conventional agreement for

categories of institutional types, few attempts to design studies from a common base, and

generally inadequate descriptions of methodology.  These omissions preclude the ability to assess
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the relative reliability of the reported results, and hence to draw more than tentative conclusions.

Emphasizing Populations

Nonetheless, refinements and additions to a basic methodology have continued. Lists of

baccalaureate origins according to percentage productivity have been developed and their

presentation made alphabetically.  Subsequently, publication of absolute numbers of bacca-

laureates attaining success has been abandoned.  Instead, considerable attention began to be given

to the determination of the population of institutions that was to constitute the study.  Based on

studies of baccalaureate origins of medical graduates (Manuel and Altenderfer 1961) and of

doctoral natural scientists (Knapp and Goodrich 1951), numerical minima of doctorates were

used to determine which baccalaureate institutions were to comprise the study population.  All

institutions that met these criteria were included and their productivities calculated.  Since the

study population was the universe of all institutions meeting the criteria, it was therefore not sub-

ject to the limitations of statistical theory.  For the first time, in addition to listing individual

institutions as the baccalaureate origins of doctoral recipients separately for each sex, sex-

separated data from groups of like institutions were combined to increase the reliability of con-

clusions derived from institutional productivity results.  Nine institutional groups were identified

for both the study of entrants into American medical schools (Tidball 1985) and for natural

science doctorates (Tidball 1986).  In both studies, women’s colleges were by far the most pro-

ductive of successful women.
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 Productivity as an Institutional Characteristic

Most recently, a further refinement has been made in the development of the study population. 

Rather than identifying the institutions for inclusion according to an absolute number of research

doctorates produced during a specified time period, individual institutional productivities were

calculated.  These were then used to determine entry into the study population such that the

resultant distribution of women and men doctorates/baccalaureates replicated that of the entire

nation.  Calculations of institutional productivities were made for women and for men according

to institutional type and admissions selectivity, and, for the coeducational institutions, according

to the ratio of men to women doctoral productivities from the same institution grouped according

to several ratio ranges.  The ratio studies provided an additional and valuable assessment of

institutional climates for women in coeducational settings that is lacking when only data for

women are collected.

When results from these studies are presented graphically, patterns of participation by doctoral

field are highlighted for women and for men, both nationally and for the study population of the

316 most productive baccalaureate institutions in the country with respect to research doctoral

production.  The study population closely mirrors the national data and shows that, for men, field

participation increases almost as a straight line from a low in education through the humanities,

social sciences and life sciences to a high in the physical sciences.  By contrast, for women, the

pattern looks like an inverted “V” with a low in education rising through the humanities to a high

in the social sciences, and then falling through the life sciences to a low in the physical sciences. 
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There is always great interest in the relationship between institutional selectivity and

productivity.  For men, and to a lesser extent for women, the most selective institutions are

clearly associated with greater productivity.  Beyond these most selective categories, however,

the degree of selectivity makes little difference in productivity.  Of considerable interest to

women’s colleges is the finding that this group of institutions, although ranking fourth in terms

of mean selectivity, is a clear first in mean productivity.  That is, for women’s colleges,

productivity is disproportionately greater than selectivity.  This is consistent with previous

findings for women listed in Who’s Who registries. Ratios of productivity for men to productivity

for women from the same institutions were calculated and plotted by doctoral field against

productivity.  Ratios were grouped into several ranges from those less than one (female

productivity greater than male productivity) to ratios greater than three.  As the ratios increased

from less than one to as great as eight, institutional productivities for men were barely altered. 

However, under the same circumstances, increasing ratios were associated with markedly

declining productivities for women.  We interpret these findings to signify that gender equity has

not yet arrived at the large majority of the most productive coeducational institutions in the coun-

try.  We also note that for institutions in which the ratio is less than one, productivities for wom-

en are comparable to those of women’s colleges (Tidball and et al. 1999).

Conclusion

A person might well wonder what is the relevance of studying baccalaureate origins and institu-
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tional productivity.  One response relates to the fact that these methodologies provide for the only

outcomes research that is both objective and quantitative.  Such characteristics are especially

useful because they contribute uniquely determined information to a large and overarching area

of research that seeks to define what aspects of institutional environments are especially

beneficial for women.  As is patently obvious, there is no single way to determine these qualities.

 Rather it is important that there be a number of approaches, from quantitative interrogation of

self-reports to qualitative social science studies, to case studies and to anecdotal evidence, in

addition to the research presented here.  Each provides its own kind of information about positive

outcomes for collegiate women that points to attributes regularly found in women’s colleges. 

Another response relates to a constellation of consistent findings from such studies that

contributes to our larger knowledge base.  Here there are at least four recurring themes: 1) simply

being a college for women is of prime importance to women’s subsequent success; 2) the

productivity of women’s colleges is disproportionately greater than their selectivity might

suggest; 3) the negative effect of men students on women’s accomplishments is absent from

women’s colleges, thereby not diminishing their productivity; and 4) women’s colleges provide

an abundance of adult women role models who are closely related to these colleges’ productivity

of successful women.  As is the case in any field of endeavor, the recurrence of themes--regard-

less of the setting, or the type of investigation, or the individuals doing the research, or the in-

stitution in which the work was accomplished--provide the kind of evidential material that

bespeaks truth. 

Baccalaureate origins and institutional productivity research present a creative approach in which
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rigorous development of study populations along with insightful and critical analyses are applied

to longstanding and continuing questions of what constitutes optimal environments for the educa-

tion of women.  They do not and cannot stand alone, any more than can other methodologies. 

Rather they become partners in the search for what works for women.   Further, they represent a

very real interdisciplinary effort by bringing methodologies associated with the natural sciences

to contribute new dimensions and directions to ongoing questions in

the social psychology of higher education for women. 
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Chapter 2

Who Attends a Women’s College Today and Why She Should:

An Exploration of Women’s College Students and Alumnae

Emily A. Langdon

St. Norbert College

Introduction

Historically, women’s colleges have provided women access to an American higher education

system that had mostly excluded them from serious study.  At one point in American history

there were over 300 women’s colleges, today there are approximately 80.1  In recent decades, the

majority of these women’s colleges succumbed to coeducation or closure, due to increasing costs

and decreasing student populations. 2  Once coeducation became widely accepted in higher

education, some argued that single-sex institutions were anachronistic and unnatural.  Yet those
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women’s colleges which have survived the setbacks of the 1960s and 1970s have recently

enjoyed surging enrollments and a renewal of their missions in the 1980s and 1990s. 

In recent decades, there has been a steady interest in women’s colleges among empirical

researchers in the education community.  Single-sex institutions and their graduates have been

the topic of much research from which few solid conclusions have been drawn.  Beginning with

the ground-breaking studies of women’s college alumnae achievement by M. Elizabeth Tidball in

the 1970s,3 researchers have tried to identify what about these institutions makes them so special.

 Some researchers have raised concerns about the notion that women’s colleges actually produce

differential outcomes. 

One way findings on women’s colleges have been challenged has been through questioning the

methodology behind Tidball’s research.4  In the early 1970s, Tidball published her initial and

now classic study5 which involved identifying the baccalaureate origins of women who appeared

in Who’s Who in America.  Her main findings showed that women’s college alumnae were more

likely to be women “achievers,” meaning women who had achieved professional success in order

to be recognized by Who’s Who, and that there was a positive relationship between women

achievers and the percentage of women on the faculty.  Tidball concluded that women’s colleges

produced more women achievers than coeducational institutions, although her initial emphasis

was the proportion of women role models, not the women’s college environment. 

Tidball’s work is widely cited yet the results have been repeatedly challenged.  The research has
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been critiqued for its interpretation of a correlation between women achievers and women faculty

members as a cause and effect relationship.6  Others suggest that the findings were not valid

since the selective “Seven Sisters” were compared to coeducational institutions of lower

selectivity7 or that institutional selectivity, as well as students’ background characteristics, were

not controlled.8

To address the issue of selectivity in Tidball’s work, Oates and Williamson9 recreated the

“women achievers” research using Who’s Who in America but created three comparison groups.

The Seven Sisters were treated as a separate group so that the remaining women’s colleges were

compared to a sample of women from small, coeducational institutions.  Oates and Williamson

reported that the selective institutions supported Tidball’s claims of higher production of women

achievers, but the less selective women’s colleges were not found to produce women achievers in

any greater numbers than their lesser selective coeducational peers.  These findings suggested

that “achiever” status could be derived more from a student’s high socioeconomic background

than from attendance at a women’s college.

Rice & Hemming10 reexamined Tidball’s 1973 research by trying to reproduce her results with a

more current sample of Who’s Who in America lists.  Their findings substantiate Tidball’s study

for the 1940s and 1950s but do not hold for the 1960s and 1970s.  The demographics of women’s

colleges changed dramatically in the decades of the 1960s and 70s, which may explain the

findings.  However, none of the researchers controlled for students’ background characteristics.11
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Despite the initial criticism and mixed results, more recent researchers have continued to explore

the educational outcomes of women’s colleges.   After controlling for a variety of background

characteristics, including socioeconomic status and institutional selectivity, Astin12 found that

women’s colleges had positive effects on overall academic development, cultural awareness,

writing skills, critical thinking ability, and foreign language skills.  In his longitudinal study of

the impact of college on students, Astin13 found that women’s colleges had positive effects on

baccalaureate completion as well as many satisfaction measures.  Women college alumnae were

more satisfied with the faculty, with academic requirements, with individual support services,

and with the overall quality of instruction than women who had attended coeducational

institutions.

Smith14 also studied a cohort of students who entered college in 1982, reporting that 65 percent

of women’s college students earned baccalaureate degrees, compared to 50 percent of their

women peers at coeducational institutions.  Her further findings suggested that women’s college

alumnae were more satisfied with their college experiences, with the notable exception of social

life.

Research comparing the educational outcomes of women’s colleges to coeducational colleges

found that the women’s college cohort reported higher self-esteem and held more positive

perspectives on the issue of equity in sex roles;15 had more positive relationships with faculty

members and more positive interaction with peers, which encouraged academic work;16  and

came from higher socioeconomic backgrounds.17  When the students’ perspectives of their
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institutions were examined18, it was reported that women’s college respondents were more likely

to perceive that their college was student-oriented, was committed to multicultural issues and

encouraged civic involvement.  Thus, differences between women’s college graduates and

graduates of coeducational institutions have been well documented19 but the persistence of those

differences after the college years has been questioned.20

The history of this research provides the rationale for a study that explores why women choose to

attend women’s colleges today, with a focus on the socioeconomic backgrounds of women who

choose to attend women’s colleges.  Additionally, there has been a need to compare the

satisfaction of women’s college alumnae to their female peers at similar but coeducational

colleges in an attempt to identify whether initial differences in educational outcomes persist

beyond graduation.

Research Questions and Data Sets

Specifically, this study will attempt to answer the following research questions:

• Do women who attend women’s colleges differ from women who attend private,

coeducational colleges in socioeconomic status?  This will be explored by using the

educational background of students’ parents, students’ family income, and the occupations of

students’ parents.
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• Do women who attend women’s colleges and women who attend private, coeducational

colleges differ in their reasons for attending college and reasons for selecting their

undergraduate institutions?

• How satisfied are women’s college alumnae with their educational experience?  Are

women’s college alumnae more or less satisfied with their educational experience compared

to women who attended private, coeducational colleges? 

This study used two separate sets of data collected by the Cooperative Institutional Research

Program (CIRP) at the Higher Education Research Institute at the University of California at Los

Angeles.  The first two research questions were addressed with one of these sets of data, a

national data set of women students who entered college in 1997.  Each fall, the Student

Information Form (SIF) is used to survey thousands of college freshmen.  The instrument

contains a variety of questions including students’ background characteristics, academic plans,

activities in high school, reasons for attending college, and opinions about current issues and life

goals. These descriptive data were used to compare women who entered women’s colleges in

1997 to those who entered private, coeducational colleges.  This data set includes 4,997

respondents representing 28 women’s colleges21.  The comparison sample includes 29,450

respondents from private, four-year, coeducational colleges. 

For the final research question addressing the persistence of alumnae satisfaction, a second

longitudinal data set was used studying a cohort of women’s college alumnae and their peers at
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coeducational institutions. This second sample included first time, first-year students who

completed an initial survey upon entrance into college in 1985, completed a senior year follow-

up survey in 1989 and five years after the senior year survey, completed a follow-up

questionnaire in 1994.  In the sample, the 508 women’s college respondents were directly

matched with the coeducational college respondents.  For every alumna of a women’s college in

the data set, an alumna from a private, four-year, coeducational college of similar selectivity and

geographic region was selected for a total of 508 women within each institutional type.   

Satisfaction ratings on a variety of educational experiences were reported in 1989.  Then five

years later, the alumnae reported their satisfaction with their undergraduate education, albeit in a

more general fashion.  The respondents were asked about their willingness to re-enroll in their

undergraduate institution, which served as a proxy for a satisfaction measure.       

Frequencies and descriptive statistics provided a profile of the current students who selected

single-sex undergraduate institutions.  The longitudinal data set also provided frequencies to

examine the persistence in satisfaction with college.  T-tests were calculated to determine

whether the differences in the two groups were statistically significant. 

Socioeconomic Status of Women at Women’s Colleges

Analysis of this CIRP data reveals a stark contrast to the conventional wisdom that women’s

college graduates are successful because of their socioeconomic backgrounds.22  Socioeconomic
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status is traditionally measured by a combination of the income and education level of one or

both parents.   As presented in table 2-1, more women’s college respondents reported their

annual family income in the lowest bracket whereas more coeducational college respondents

reported their family income in the middle and upper brackets.  These differences were slight but

statistically significant, suggesting that women’s college students today come from lower income

families.     

The educational achievement of the respondents’ parents is consistent with the family income

findings.  More women’s college respondents than coeducational college respondents reported

that their mothers did not complete high school.  This pattern holds for the education levels of

the fathers.  More women’s college respondents reported that their fathers did not complete high

school.
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Table 2-1--Socioeconomic Status Indicators

    Women’s College  Coed College      Difference
       (percentages)  (percentages)

Parental Income
Below $20,000 11.0 8.4 2.6*
$20,000 to 39,999 18.8 17.6 1.2
$40,000 to 59,999 19.3 21.2 1.9*
$60,000 to 99,999 24.9 26.2 1.3
$100,000 and above 25.9 26.6 0.7
Mother’s Education
No High School Degree 5.5 4.4 1.1*
High School Degree 40.1 42.6 2.5*
College Degree 33.0 33.1 0.1
Graduate Degree 21.4 20.0 1.4
Father’s Education
No High School Degree 6.7 5.6 1.1*
High School Degree 33.7 34.9 1.2
College Degree 29.2 30.1 0.9
Graduate Degree 30.4 29.5 0.9
Note:  *p<.01.
Source:  Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP), Higher Education Research
Institute, UCLA.

Although more women’s college respondents also reported that their parents were more likely to

obtain graduate degrees, those results were not statistically significant. 

Frequently, the career of one or both parent is used in determining socioeconomic status.  Table

2-2 presents the data on parents’ careers for both women’s college and coeducational college

respondents.  More women’s college respondents reported mothers involved in business careers,

whereas more coeducational college respondents reported mothers who were elementary school

teachers or full-time homemakers.  This pattern is interesting.  The mothers of coeducational

college respondents were more likely to have careers in the traditional area of elementary

education or to be homemakers, whereas the mother’s of women’s college respondents were
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more likely to have careers in the business arena.  Perhaps having mothers with a less traditional

career-orientation was influential in these women choosing to attend a women’s college in 1997.

More coeducational college respondents reported fathers in business careers.  This might be

related to the higher parental income reported by the coeducational college respondents.  Other

than the difference in the business careers, the two groups reported similar career experiences for

their fathers.   

Table 2-2--Parents’ careers

     Women’s College  Coed College      Difference
         (percentages)  (percentages)

Mother’s Career
Business 15.1 13.5 1.6*
Clerical 6.5 7.0 0.5
Education (secondary) 5.6 5.6 0.0
Education (elementary) 8.7 11.4 2.7*
Homemaker (full-time) 12.5 13.5 1.0
Nurse 8.2 8.1 0.1
Unemployed 4.9 4.0 0.9
Father’s Career
Business 28.9 31.2 2.3*
Doctor 5.1 4.6 0.5
Education (secondary) 3.2 3.7 0.5
Engineer 6.7 7.1 0.4
Lawyer 4.0 4.0 0.0
Skilled worker 7.4 6.5 0.9
Unemployed 2.7 2.3 0.4
Note:  *p<.01.
Source: Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP), Higher Education Research
Institute, UCLA.

Overall, there were slight differences in the socioeconomic status indicators of these college

students.  The parents of the women’s college respondents were less likely to finish high school
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and their family incomes were more likely to fall in the lowest bracket.  These indicators

combine to suggest that students entering women’s colleges in 1997 came from families of lower

socioeconomic status.  The one difference in the fathers’ careers substantiate this assertion. 

However, the mothers’ careers produced an interesting pattern, suggesting that mothers of

women’s college students held less traditional careers whereas the mothers of coeducational

college respondents held more traditional careers. 

The majority of the differences between the socioeconomic indicators were not statistically

significant, nor were they different in a practical sense.  This perhaps suggests that these

students’ backgrounds were more alike than different.  Since socioeconomic status is frequently

used to explain reasons for attending college as well as selecting colleges, it is important to

examine what other reasons may exist for choosing to attend a women’s college. 

Why Do Women Attend Women’s Colleges?

Entering freshmen were asked on the SIF to rate how important the following reasons were in

their decision to attend college, choosing from “very important” to “somewhat important” or “not

important.”  The reasons given as “very important” for attending college are reported in table 2-3.

 Again, many of the responses between the two groups were similar however, the differences are

worth exploring.  Women who selected women’s colleges reported that becoming cultured and

proving to others that they could succeed were important reasons for attending college.  Also,

women’s college respondents were more likely than their coeducational college peers to report
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parental, mentor, or role model influence and encouragement as very important in their reasons

for attending college. 

Table 2-3--Very important reasons for attending college

    Women’s College  Coed College     Difference
       (percentages)  (percentages)

To learn more about things 84.0 82.6 1.4
To gain a general education 73.8 73.8 0.0
To get a better job 68.5 67.7 0.8
To make more money 58.5 57.7 0.8
To become a cultured person 55.3 50.7 4.6*
To improve reading and study skills 46.8 45.6 1.2
Parents wanted me to go 36.4 33.7 2.7*
To prove to others I could succeed 34.5 31.0 3.5*
Wanted to get away from home 20.0 18.8 1.2
Role model/mentor encouraged me 16.7 13.6 3.1*
Note: *p<.01.
Source:  Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP), Higher Education Research
Institute, UCLA.

The SIF also asked entering freshmen to rate how important the following reasons were in

selecting their particular undergraduate institution.  The reasons given as “very important” are

reported in table 2-4.  Current women’s college students reported that they 
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  Table 2-4--Very important reasons for selecting undergraduate institution

    Women’s College  Coed College     Difference
       (percentages)  (percentages)

Good academic reputation 76.9 72.8 4.1*
Graduates get good jobs 68.9 62.1 6.8*
Size of college 61.3 60.6 0.7
Graduates go to top graduate schools 52.2 44.6 7.6*
Good social reputation 23.1 28.9 5.8*
Wanted to live near home 19.2 16.6 2.6*
Rankings in national magazines 10.8 14.0 3.2*
Relatives wanted me to come 9.9 7.3 2.6*
Religious affiliation of institution 9.2 13.6 4.4*
College representative recruited me 6.7 5.0 1.7*
Teacher advised me 5.1 3.7 1.4*
Athletic department recruited me 3.2 7.1 3.9*
Note:  *p<.01.
Source:  Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP), Higher Education Research
Institute, UCLA.

were more likely to select their undergraduate institution based on a perception that alumnae

received good jobs and attended top graduate schools.  Additionally, women’s college

respondents were more likely than coeducational college respondents to cite their college’s

academic reputation as very important in their decision to attend that institution.  Current

coeducational college respondents were more likely than women’s college respondents to offer

social reputation and religious affiliation of the institution as very important reasons in their

college choice process.  Women who selected coeducational colleges also reported being

recruited by an athletic department in greater numbers than their peers at women’s colleges. 

These data offered a picture of current college students who are attending private colleges and

suggested some of the differences between the women who attend single-sex colleges and those
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who attend coeducational colleges.  The two groups of women were more alike than different in

many of the socioeconomic status indicators, yet their reasons for attending college and for

selecting their respective undergraduate institutions differed significantly.

Student Satisfaction at Women’s Colleges

The second data set provides longitudinal information about the satisfaction levels women’s

college alumnae report, both upon graduation and again five years later.  These women, who

entered college in 1985, rated their satisfaction in 1989 with many aspects of their college

experience.  The women’s college alumnae’s responses are compared to the coeducational

college alumnae’s responses in table 2-5.  Experiences were rated on a scale from “very

satisfied,” to “somewhat satisfied,” and “not satisfied.”  The women’s college respondents

reported statistically significantly higher in every area with the exception of social life, which is

consistent with other research on women’s college satisfaction.23
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Table 2-5--College experiences with which respondents were very satisfied in 1989
(in percentages)

    Women’s College  Coed College   Difference
(N=508)    (N=508)

Opportunity to talk with professors 69.9 51.4 18.5***
Courses in major field 60.0 46.9 13.7**
Overall quality of instruction 55.5 29.5 26.0***
Contact with faculty/administration 53.9 29.9 24.0***
Relations with faculty/administration 52.6 29.1 23.5***
Overall college experience 51.4 39.0 12.4**
Student Housing 36.6 13.0 23.6***
Library Facilities 33.1 16.7 16.4***
Academic advising 28.7 15.6 13.1***
Computer facilities 28.7 17.9 10.8***
Academic tutoring/assistance 24.0 11.8 12.2***
Lab facilities and equipment 20.9 11.4 9.5***
Campus social life 14.8 20.5 5.7**
Note:  *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.
Source:  Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP), Higher Education Research
Institute, UCLA.

The largest discrepancies will be addressed.  Higher percentages of women’s college alumnae

reported being very satisfied with: the overall quality of instruction, student contact with faculty

and administration, relations between faculty and administration, and opportunities to talk with

faculty.  The pattern reflected women’s college alumnae as more satisfied with faculty members’

competency and availability.  Other patterns suggest women’s college respondents were also

more satisfied with campus facilities (student housing, library, computer facilities and labs) as

well as academically-oriented variables: courses in major field, academic advising, and academic

assistance. 
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The longitudinal data set includes survey information collected five years after graduation.  In

1994, the respondents were asked: if you had it to do all over again, would you re-enroll in your

same undergraduate institution?  This item was used as a proxy for a satisfaction measure.  The

results of this question are reported in table 2-6.  Of the coeducational college alumnae, only 39

percent responded that they could definitely re-enroll, as compared to 52 percent of the women’s

college alumnae.  This large discrepancy was statistically significant at the most stringent level

(p<.001).   

This suggests that the higher satisfaction results reported in 1989 persist after the excitement of

graduation is over.  Five years later, women who attended women’s colleges

Table 2-6--Re-enrolling in undergraduate institution in 1994
(in percentages)

    Women’s College  Coed College   Difference
(N=506)    (N=499)

Definitely 52.2 38.7 13.5***
Probably 36.7 29.4 7.3
Don’t know 2.0 1.4 0.6
Probably Not 10.5 15.6 -5.1
Definitely Not 6.5 7.0 -0.5
Note:  *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.
Source:  Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP), Higher Education Research
Institute, UCLA.

but are now employed in a coeducational work force or attending coeducational graduate

schools reported that they supported their decision to attend a women’s college and would in fact

do it again.  This sheds doubt on the criticism that women’s colleges do not prepare women to

function in the “real coeducational world.”
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Conclusion

This study compared women’s college respondents to coeducational college respondents to

provide a profile of the current students who selected single-sex undergraduate institutions. 

Regarding the socioeconomic status indicators, the women who entered women’s colleges in

1997 tended to come from families with lower incomes.  However, the women’s college

respondents were more likely to have mothers in business careers, whereas the coeducational

college respondents were more likely to have mothers with more traditional careers, such as

elementary school teacher and homemaker. 

Additionally, the women’s colleges respondents differed from the coeducational college

respondents both in their reasons for attending college in general and their reasons for selecting

their particular undergraduate college.  Women’s college respondents were more likely to report

that becoming cultured and proving to others that they could succeed were important reasons for

attending college.  Also, they were more likely than their coeducational college peers to report

that parents, mentors, or role models were influential in their college choice.   

The longitudinal data set also provided frequencies to examine the persistence in satisfaction

with college.  At the time of their graduation, the women’s college alumnae were more likely to

report satisfaction with their educational experiences, except social life.  Additionally, when

asked five years after graduation whether they would re-enroll in their same undergraduate
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college, the women’s college alumnae were more likely to respond in the affirmative.  This

suggests that the satisfaction measured directly after the college experience persisted more so for

the women’s college alumnae than for the coeducational college alumnae.  
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