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Reversing The “Gender Gap”

“«

Boys are becoming the second sex” proclaimed Business Week last May
in a cover story titled “The New Gender Gap.” Business Week’s article
appeared as part of a spate of articles and television news segments on the
subject of increased educational opportunities for women. The basics of the
story are that in the education system, teachers have become so conscious of
catering to the needs of girls and young women that boys are being left
behind. Boys, they say, are being punished for “boyish” behavior. They are
being put more often into special education programs or disciplinary classes,
and the outcome is that boys have a negative educational experience. This
trend translates into poorer high school performances and perhaps college as
well.

According to statistics offered by Business Week, 57 percent of all new
bachelor’s degrees and 58 percent of master’s degrees are awarded to women.
This “education grab,” according to the article, was the source of the “new
gender gap.” Though, the article did hint that even with the new trend in the
numbers, women still had some ways to go in order to catch up after 350
years of being almost entirely excluded from the university.

Most observers of this situation will find such an article perplexing. Cer-
tainly most women will likely be skeptical of its major argument. That this
“reverse gender gap” argument exists, however, is not surprising. Like its
cousins in other areas of social life (reverse discrimination or reverse class
warfare), it is being generated primarily by the ultra-right. The purpose is to
stifle the struggle for equality by implying (or stating directly) that the gains
made by women through struggle over the last 40 years have gone too far
and have detrimentally affected society.

Some in this camp go so far as to suggest that women who demand
equality are out to hurt men. At worst, it demonstrates that the right wants to
twist the outcome of social progress to divide us. They say that a struggle
between men and women for social goods is the fundamental source of social
conflict and that women are winning—a situation that, for some, means
reversed gender inequality and for others goes against natural laws of male
supremacy invoked by God.

Any way you look at it, however, this picture is a distortion of reality. So
what does the real gender gap look like?
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Barbara Gault, director of research at the Institute for Women's Policy
Research, recently told Women’sWaliStreet.com that there are several explana-
tions for and holes in the current data on the educational experiences of men
and women. First, high-paying occupations that do not require college
degrees, such as skilled trades, are still male dominated. Second, women need
a college degree in order to earn roughly hat men do with only high school
dlplomas, giving them stronger motives to make a special effort to obtain
financial security. Third, among African Americans, where the difference
between women and men earning college degrees is the widest among all
racial or ethnic groups, it is clear that institutional racism directed at African
American men plays a large role in keeping them out of college. Fourth, in
the crucial field of information technology, women continue to earn only
about one-third of the degrees awarded and get only about one-third of the
jobs available. Finally, men continue to outpace women in completing doc-
toral and professional degrees (81 women for every 100 men), resulting in
continued male dominance in corporate board rooms, the seats of political
power, the highest positions in universities, etc.

The successes of the women's equality movement, progressive changes
In attitudes about roles women can have and the implementation of affirma-
tlve action policies (which benefited women as a whole most) have had a tre-
mendous positive impact on the access women have had in education. Just
30 years ago, women earned advanced or professional degrees at a rate of
only 23 women per 100 men. In other arenas, such as the workforce or the
political field, the gender gap, in sheer numbers, has largely narrowed. But
the numbers still don’t paint the whole picture.

While higher education is a major factor in gaining financial security, it
is something that is only available to about one-fifth of the adult population.
So for the vast majority of women, this supposed “new gender gap” means
absolutely nothing. Other data on the condition of women'’s economic secu-
rity paint another picture altogether. About eight of ten retired women are
not eligible for pension benefits. When retired women do get a pension, it is
typically far less than retired men get. Fifty percent of women who receive
pension benefits get only about 60 cents for every dollar of male pensioners.
On the average, retired women depend on Social Security for 71 percent of
their income, and about 25 percent of retired women rely solely on Social
Security for their income.

In the work force, women'’s pay averages only 76 percent of men’s pay
(at a cost of about $200 billion for working families annually). A report pro-
duced by the General Accounting Office last October shows that since 1983,
the wage differential has actually increased. 60 percent of all women earn less
than $25,000 annually. Women are one-third more likely to live below the
poverty level. Black women and Latlnas are between two and three times
more likely to live below the poverty line than men are. For women of color,
facing the double oppression of racism and sexism, pay losses are even
greater: 64 cents on the dollar at a loss of about $210 a week. The average
woman, according to the AFL-CIO, will lose $523,000 in her lifetime due to

unequal pay.
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As for the fallacy of female supremacy, the gains
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enriched by $200 billion? The answer is no. These billions are savings :M
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gendered divisions among working people. So it makes sense that the right
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