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Foreword

Linda Sax has produced an encyclopedic volume compar-
ing women’s and men’s development during the undergraduate
years. We believe it is destined to become a classic in the higher
education literature.

Sax’s pioneering work marks a new phase in how the issue
of gender has been treated in research on human development.
Most of the early “stage” theorists ignored women altogether,
basing their proposed developmental stages primarily on data
collected from men. Subsequently, and partly as a consequence
of the advent of the women’s movement (when gender came to
be recognized as a potentially important “independent” variable),
researchers began to ask whether being a woman makes any dif-
ference in students’ performance in college. In the third stage,
research was undertaken using women-only samples in order to
study women’s experiences in depth, to provide information on
women’s development, and thus to close the information gap
about gender and college.

Linda Sax’s book has opened the door for the next stage of
research, where environmental effects are examined separately for
women and men. Her findings not only demonstrate that we can
no longer afford to assume that women and men are affected in
the same way by their undergraduate experience, but also suggest
that future research that looks at other types of student diversity
should employ similar refinements. Despite the complexity of the
analyses, the book is clearly written and should be accessible to
virtually all practitioners and policy makers in higher education.

). 4%



xvi FOREWORD

While it has for some time been fashionable among edu-
cators to advocate for the individualization of instruction,
researchers have to date produced remarkably little evidence
to support such a policy, especially in the field of higher educa-
tion. Practitioners who might be sympathetic to the notion of
individualization have thus been left with little to go on beyond
simple stereotypes. Sax’s pioneering study represents a large first
step toward remedying this lack of knowledge, and we can only
hope that other researchers will follow suit.

[t is true, of course, that researchers have done many studies of
particular subpopulations—as defined by gender, age, race, social
class, religious affiliation, and so on—but until now most of this
research has been limited either to the subpopulation of interest
or to simple descriptive comparisons of the characteristics of the
different subpopulations. What is unique about Sax’s approach
is that she has gone the next step by directly examining the
interaction between gender and a variety of college experiences, a
major inquiry which allows her to address the fundamental indi-
vidualization question: Do women and men respond differently
to a given educational experience?

In their recent comprehensive review of the student devel-
opment literature, Ernest Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini
(2005) highlight the need for more research on what they call
the conditional effects of college, the possibility that different
types of students may respond very differently to our various
policies and practices in higher education. We think it is fair
to say that Sax’s book represents by far the most comprehensive
study ever done of the conditional effects of college on under-
graduate students.

What is perhaps most remarkable about Sax’s findings is the
fact that more than half of the 584 different college effects
that she identified are not the same for women and men! What
this suggests, among other things, is that the growing commu-
nity of scholars who study how college affects students should
seriously consider looking at conditional effects as a matter of
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course. Considering all of the potentially important conditions
that have yet to be explored in any systematic fashion, there is
clearly a great deal more work that remains to be done.

One of the major impediments to further research of this
type, of course, is the data required: conditional effects cannot
readily be identified without large and sophisticated databases.
And the more different conditions we seek to examine—gender,
race/ethnicity, social class, preparation level, and so on—the
more subjects we need, especially if we choose to examine more
complex combinations of conditions (e.g., gender within social
class). Furthermore, in higher education in particular, there is
also an almost limitless set of institutional conditions—type, size,
selectivity, and so on—that can and probably should be studied.
Again, the data requirements for such studies are considerable,
and we can only hope that funding agencies will see fit to sup-
port the creation and maintenance of the kinds of databases
that make such research possible.

As we were jointly reflecting on Sax’s beautifully crafted
final chapter 8—where she discusses the implications of her
major findings—the persistent question for us was: When it
comes to the issue of gender equity, are college women faring
better today, given four decades of legislation, affirmative action,
and consciousness raising! While her conclusions point to cer-
tain areas, such as college finances and faculty-student interac-
tion, where significant questions of educational equity remain,
the equity implications of many of her other findings are more
complex. But we remain certain of one thing: If higher educa-
tion faculty, staff, and policy makers familiarize themselves with
the major findings and implications of this pioneering study, the
cause of gender equity in American higher education will be
well served.

Alexander W. Astin
Helen S. Astin
University of California Los Angeles
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Preface

The idea for this book came about over fifteen years ago, when
I was a graduate student and just beginning to study the gen-
der gap in college. At that time, I was trying to figure out what
role gender had played in my own educational decisions and, in
particular, my experiences in math and science. Up until col-
lege, I had always been a strong student in math. Ever since my
mother taught me the basic principles of addition and subtrac-
tion, I was fascinated with numbers. My affinity for math lasted
clear through my high school calculus course, and I had so much
fun manipulating numbers that I actually looked forward to tests
and quizzes. Though [ was aware of purported gender differences
in math ability, I naively thought those days were in the past.
After all, among the top math students in my courses, there
were always equal numbers of males and females. As a teenager
in the 1980s, I assumed that the women’s movement had indeed
leveled the playing field; I never once thought of math as a male
domain.

All this changed when I went to college. I remember
enrolling in a calculus course my first year at the University
of California, Berkeley. I found myself in a very large lecture
hall, surrounded almost completely by men. I had essentially
no interaction with the professor (I'm not sure if anybody did)
and experienced a sense of invisibility even in the small discus-
sion sections led by the teaching assistant. I began to notice
that issues and questions were taken less seriously when posed
by women than by men. My classmates seemed generally less
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xx PREFACE

willing to share resources and study together than students in
my social science classes. Due to the austere architecture of the
math building, the competitive classroom climate, and the tra-
ditional lecture-heavy pedagogy, I began to feel that math was
more cold and alienating, and less relevant to the real world,
than I had previously thought. And I began to wonder whether
my growing disinterest in math was a function of my own
changing interests or was the result of being female in a male-
dominated field.

I ultimately found my comfort zone in sociology, history,
and political science, where I not only learned about ongoing
social inequities but also discovered the world of social science
research. It was a revelation to see the ways in which quantita-
tive methods could be used to study issues of broader societal
importance. Ultimately, this led me to pursue a graduate degree
in higher education at the University of California, Los Angeles
(UCLA), where I focused on women’s experiences in college
math and science and learned that my experiences were more
universal than I had thought. I learned through research that for
many women, the likelihood of persisting in math and science
was shaped, just as mine was, by their interactions with faculty,
by their peers, and by a perception of science as being discon-
nected from larger societal concerns. All this raised the question
of whether the forces influencing college student development
would differ for women and men across a broader range of out-
comes, not just those related to math and science.

This book is an opportunity to explore that question. It
reveals the ways in which the impact of college is a function of
students’ gender and places the study of college impact within
the larger discussion of the gender gap in higher education. It is
designed to serve as a resource for campus practitioners, whose
efforts ought to be mindful of women’s and men’s unique needs,
and for higher education researchers, who are in a position to
further demonstrate the ways in which college impact varies for
different types of students. The approach taken in this book is
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exclusively quantitative, based on the survey responses of liter-
ally millions of men and women over the past four decades.
While there is strength in these numbers, we certainly cannot
understand the role of gender and college student development
through survey data alone. In fact, the qualitative works of Mirra
Komarovsky, Ruthellen Josselson, and Marcia Baxter Magolda
all demonstrate the richness of interviews as a means of reveal-
ing depth and teasing out the nuances of college women’s devel-
opment. Ideally, researchers will draw on both quantitative and
qualitative modes of inquiry to address the Pandora’s box of new
questions raised in this book.
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