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Abstract

Although gender is central to contemporary accounts of educational stratification, sexuality
has been largely invisible as a population-level axis of academic inequality. Taking advantage
of major recent data expansions, the current study establishes sexuality as a core dimension
of educational stratification in the United States. First, I analyze lesbian, gay, and bisexual
(LGB) adults’ college completion rates: overall, by race/ethnicity, and by birth cohort. Then,
using new data from the High School Longitudinal Survey of 2009, I analyze LGB students’
performance on a full range of achievement and attainment measures. Across analyses, I
reveal two demographic facts. First, women’s rising academic advantages are largely confined
to straight women: although lesbian women historically outpaced straight women, in
contemporary cohorts, lesbian and bisexual women face significant academic disadvantages.
Second, boys’ well-documented underperformance obscures one group with remarkably high
levels of school success: gay boys. Given these facts, I propose that marginalization from
hegemonic gender norms has important—but asymmetric—impacts on men’s and women’s
academic success. To illustrate this point, I apply what I call a “gender predictive” approach,
using supervised machine learning methods to uncover patterns of inequality otherwise
obscured by the binary sex/gender measures typically available in population research.
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The “rise of women” in education is among
the central demographic transformations of
the past half century. For every birth cohort
since 1960, women have increasingly out-
paced men in educational attainment (DiPrete
and Buchmann 2013). Men still dominate
popular perceptions of brilliance (Musto
2019) and maintain majorities in certain per-
sistently segregated fields (Leslie et al. 2015).
Overall, though, the “new gender gap” in
education is defined primarily with reference
to “boys’ notorious underperformance”
(Legewie and DiPrete 2012:463). From kin-
dergarten classrooms (DiPrete and Jennings

2012) through programs of doctoral study
(England, Levine, and Mishel 2020), men
now lag behind women on most measures of
school success. This “problem with boys” has
attracted the attention of scholars, policymak-
ers, and the popular press.
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In explaining these patterns, sociologists
have emphasized the social dynamics of gen-
der over and above the purported dictates of
sex. The gender gap, sociologists show, is not
an immutable fact of biology; it is a contin-
gent product of students’ social positions and
social contexts. To illustrate this fact, strati-
fication research has uncovered considerable
heterogeneity in men’s and women’s aca-
demic outcomes, analyzing variation across
birth cohorts (DiPrete and Buchmann 2013),
family resources (Buchmann and DiPrete
2006), race/ethnicity (Hsin 2018), and school
context (Legewie and DiPrete 2012).

Within this body of research, one central
axis of inequality has gone largely unob-
served: sexuality. For decades, sexuality has
been invisible in the demographic surveys
and administrative data sources used to ana-
lyze population-level patterns of academic
performance (Wimberly 2015). One impor-
tant exception is the Add Health study, which
enabled a generation of research on lesbian,
gay, and bisexual (LGB) students’ achieve-
ment and attainment (e.g., Mollborn and
Everett 2015; Pearson, Muller, and Wilkinson
2007). Still, that research came to inconsist-
ent conclusions and captured the experience
of just one cohort: a cohort that left high
school about 25 years ago.

The relative invisibility of sexuality in
educational stratification research is conse-
quential because sexuality intersects with
gender in a uniquely fundamental way. “Het-
erosexuality,” as Meadow (2018:53) puts it,
“underwrites much of what we think of as
gender.” Inherent in what it means to “do gen-
der” is the mandate to “do heterosexuality”
(Schilt and Westbrook 2009). This is espe-
cially true for school-age boys, for whom the
fear of becoming a “fag” is a central concern
(Pascoe 2007). In this way, LGB' students
generally—and gay boys in particular—
provide a unique opportunity to reexamine the
effect of gender on school success. If existing
research has documented the consequences
of hegemonic gender norms, then LGB stu-
dents offer a chance to uncover how gender
shapes school success from “the perspective

of the margins” (Compton, Meadow, and
Schilt 2018:17).

Fortunately, it has recently become pos-
sible to study America’s LGB populations
in important new ways. Taking advantage of
major recent expansions in American sexual
identity data, the current study incorporates
LGB students into contemporary understand-
ings of educational stratification. In so doing,
I advance a new, more fully intersectional
account of the gender gap in education.
Across datasets and outcomes, I find consist-
ent evidence that sexuality is a highly conse-
quential axis of academic inequality, albeit in
ways that vary sharply by sex. As a whole,
my results reveal two core demographic facts.
First, “the rise of women” should be under-
stood more precisely as the rise of straight
women. Second, “the problem with boys”
obscures one group with rather remarkable
levels of academic success: gay boys.

THE GENDER GAP IN
EDUCATION

The Rise of Women Amid an
Asymmetric Gender Revolution

By one measure, girls have always outper-
formed boys in the classroom. For as long
as researchers have collected the data, girls
have earned better grades from their teachers
(DiPrete and Buchmann 2013). What changed
over the twentieth century was not so much
women’s academic performance, but rather
the societal constraints and incentives gov-
erning women’s academic investments. Until
relatively recently, patriarchal laws and norms
required women to choose between higher
education, on the one hand, and marriage and
family, on the other (DiPrete and Buchmann
2013; Goldin, Katz, and Kuziemko 2006). At
the same time, limited access to contracep-
tive technology meant that women’s educa-
tional careers were often cut short by fertility
(Bailey and Lindo 2017). As a result of these
mutually reinforcing pressures, for most of
the twentieth century, never-married women
earned college degrees at substantially higher
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rates than their married peers (Isen and Ste-
venson 2010). As these external constraints
eased, women’s “latent advantage in aca-
demic performance” expressed itself in rap-
idly rising educational attainment (DiPrete
and Buchmann 2013:201).

In contrast to women’s swift gains across
cohorts, men’s educational attainment has
remained remarkably flat for decades. Strik-
ingly, men born after 1980 are just slightly
more likely to have a bachelor’s degree than
men born before 1950 (DiPrete and Buch-
mann 2013). This stalling out is particularly
surprising because it occurred during a period
when the economic incentives for college
completion grew ever stronger (Goldin and
Katz 2008).

From a rational choice perspective, men’s
human capital investments are difficult to
explain. From a gender perspective, however,
men’s academic stagnation is directly in line
with the broader rigidity observed among
men over the past half century. The “gen-
der revolution” was asymmetric: it allowed
certain profound changes for women, but
involved far fewer changes by men (England
2010). Women gained access to previously
male-exclusive educational and profes-
sional opportunities, but men’s educational
and occupational choices remained largely
unchanged (Charles and Bradley 2009).
Women’s wage labor became an increasingly
essential component of household income,
but men’s domestic labor failed to compensate
accordingly (Hochschild and Machung 1989).
More fundamentally, femininity expanded to
allow certain activities and attributes histori-
cally restricted to men, but masculinity has
remained stubbornly narrow and anxiously
focused on repudiating effeminacy.

Masculinities in the Classroom

It is this pressure to enact a certain kind
of masculinity that is at the heart of socio-
logical accounts of boys’ academic underper-
formance. A long tradition of ethnographic
research shows how boys’ adolescent peer
groups denigrate academic effort and valorize

school-related rebellion (Coleman 1961;
MacLeod 1987; Morris 2012; Willis 1981).?
As Morris (2012:70) shows in his ethnog-
raphy of working-class U.S. high schools,
boys who work hard and play by school
rules are mocked as “gay” by their peers.
Similarly, in her study of British secondary
schools, Epstein (1998) finds that boys who
appear committed to schoolwork get called
“queer” by classmates (DiPrete and Buch-
mann 2013:168).

Masculinities research suggests the choice
of insult in these studies is not incidental. “To
call someone gay or fag,” one boy explained
to Pascoe (2007:55), “is like the lowest thing
you can call someone.” Connell (1995:78)
formalizes this boy’s intuition, arguing that
“gayness . . . is the repository of whatever is
symbolically expelled from hegemonic mas-
culinity.” Therefore, in labeling academically
committed boys “gay,” peers are drawing a
distinctly sharp boundary and casting open
investment in school outside the bounds of
acceptably masculine practice. Being seen
as naturally “brilliant” does not necessar-
ily threaten boys’ masculinity (Musto 2019),
especially if they successfully display an air
of “contrived carelessness” (Morris 2012).
However, at least in certain contexts, visibly
working hard in school is feminized; being a
real man and being a conscientious student
are incompatible.

Femininity Premiums and “Bad Girl”
Penalties

Currently, it is boys’ failure to adapt to the
knowledge economy that is puzzling. Histori-
cally, though, it was girls’ academic success
that struck sociologists as an intriguing anom-
aly (Mickelson 1989). Why did girls aca-
demically outperform boys even in cohorts
when women’s achievement was unlikely
to yield an economic payoff? At least part
of the answer, sociologists proposed, lies in
girls’ gender socialization and the gendered
interpretation of behavior by teachers (e.g.,
Entwisle, Alexander, and Olson 2007; Mick-
elson 1989). “Girls,” in this account, “are
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raised to conform to the expectations dictated
by adults and authorities, including following
the academic ‘rules’” (Riegel-Crumb, Kyte,
and Morton 2018:135).

In this tradition, a central component of
female students’ success in the classroom
lies in their adhering to the “good girl” role.
This requires, at a minimum, being modestly
feminine in dress, soft-spoken in speech, and
deferential in behavior. More recent research
underscores the raced and classed dimensions
of the “good girl” role, clarifying the extent
to which these expectations reflect White,
middle-class standards of femininity (e.g.,
Ispa-Landa 2013; Jones 2010; Morris 2007).
In this way, favorable treatment by teachers is
an early example of what Hamilton and col-
leagues (2019) call “femininity premiums”:
the benefits that intersectionally accrue to
women for successfully enacting hegemonic
femininities.

What unifies the various dictates of being
a “good girl” is the fundamental mandate
that women should remain distanced from
and deferential to masculinity (Manne 2017;
Schippers 2007). Just as the specter of effem-
inacy polices the borders of masculinity
among boys, the “bad girl” penalty punishes
girls who stray too far from the constraints
imposed by femininity. Pascoe’s (2007:115,
154) research illustrates this fact: of all the
teenage girls who “dressed, talked and carried
themselves in many ways ‘like guys’. . . none
were strangers to the disciplinary system.”

GENDER, SEXUALITY, AND
SCHOOL SUCCESS

The Interconnectedness of Gender
and Sexuality

In sketching out sociological explanations for
the academic gender gap, we see that gender
operates at multiple levels across distinct
historical contexts. At the macro-historical
level, women’s educational attainment was
long constrained by a patriarchal system
organized around male breadwinners. In the
contemporary period, gendered academic

patterns persist, at least in part, because of
dynamics enforced at the interactional level:
through the pressure to normatively “do gen-
der” in ways rewarded by peers and teach-
ers. Incorporating sexuality into the study of
educational stratification throws both of these
explanations into sharper relief.

At the macro-historical level, it was not
simply a patriarchal system that long con-
strained women’s education; it was a hetero
patriarchal system. When previous accounts
of women’s rising educational attainments
describe the changing dynamics of twentieth-
century marriage markets (DiPrete and
Buchmann 2013; Goldin et al. 2006), they
leave unacknowledged that they are actually
describing straight marriages: marriage was
not extended to a/l women until the twenty-
first century. As such, for lesbian/bisexual
women, the dynamics governing the “rise of
women” may have been quite different.

At the interactional level, the pressure
to normatively “do gender” draws much of
its disciplinary power from homophobia,
especially among boys (Connell 1995; Pas-
coe 2007). Although previous accounts of
boys’ underachievement attest to the perva-
siveness of homophobia in boys’ peer cul-
tures (Epstein 1998; Morris 2012), they are
unable to access the perspectives of those
most directly targeted by such cultures: gay/
bisexual boys themselves. For gay/bisexual
boys, the pressure to prove one’s manhood
through academic disengagement could feel
particularly strong, but it also might feel lib-
eratingly absent.

In all these ways, making sexuality visible
provides an opportunity to more fully refine
existing explanations for the academic gender
gap. However, studying LGB students also
encourages new ways of measuring gender and
conceptualizing its impact on school success.
It is not just at the level of institutions and ide-
ology where gender and sexuality intertwine:
across the life course and along a range of
measures, sexuality consistently stratifies how
gender is enacted in everyday life.

Beginning in early childhood, “gender and
sexuality evolve in an intricate relationship
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Figure 1. Average Reported Gender Expression among U.S. High School Students: Selected

Cities, 2017/19

Note: Data from 2017 and/or 2019 Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System surveys in Chicago;

Los Angeles; New York City; San Diego; San Francisco; Oakland, CA; Philadelphia; Seattle; Broward
County, FL; and Duval County, FL. N = 38,183. Data are weighted to reflect complex sampling
procedures and are representative of students in public high schools in sampled cities.

to one another” (Meadow 2018:42). As such,
a large literature finds that nonconforming
gender-typed behavior—on such measures as
preferred playmates, toys, and activities—is
a common, although certainly not universal,
feature of gay/lesbian childhoods (e.g., Li,
Kung, and Hines 2017; Rieger et al. 2008).
These early play preferences also manifest
later in life in terms of occupational aspi-
rations (Lippa 2000) and realized occupa-
tional destinations (Tilcsik, Anteby, and
Knight 2015), with multiple studies finding
“gay men and lesbians are more likely to
cross gender boundaries in the professions”
(Baumle, Compton, and Poston 2009:168).
Although these kinds of gendered prefer-
ences and behaviors are fluid over time and
across contexts, what this research shows is
that—at given snapshots of time—gay and
lesbian populations are, on average, signif-
icantly more gender atypical than straight
populations.

Alongside these patterns of preferences
and behaviors, sexuality also stratifies more
direct, embodied measures of gender expres-
sion. For instance, between 2017 and 2019,
representative samples of high school stu-
dents in 10 U.S cities were asked: “A person's
appearance, style, dress, or the way they walk
or talk may affect how people describe them.
How do you think other people at school

would describe you?” Respondents were
given seven response options, ranging from
“very feminine” through “very masculine.”
Figure 1 presents teens’ average responses,
separately by sex and sexual identity; Figure
S1 in the online supplement displays the full
distribution of results.

Figure 1 shows the same pattern for both
sex-based groups: gay/lesbian teens report
significantly more nonconforming gender
expression than do bisexual teens, who, in
turn, report more nonconforming expression
than do straight teens. The full distribution
of responses, shown in Figure Sl in the
online supplement, underscores these pat-
terns. Within both groups, straight teens hew
closely to the “very” and “mostly” mascu-
line/feminine categories. By contrast, bisex-
ual—and, especially, gay and lesbian—teens
are more fully represented throughout the
masculine-feminine spectrum. Only 3 percent
of straight-identified girls report feeling seen
as somewhat-to-very masculine, whereas 7
percent of bisexual and 32 percent of lesbian
girls report feeling seen along the masculine
spectrum. Among boys, 26 percent of bisex-
ual boys and 45 percent of gay boys report
feeling seen along the feminine spectrum,
compared to only 9 percent of straight boys.

Emerging across these multiple meas-
ures—the styles that feel natural or foreign,
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the friends and interests that excite or repel,
the way one sounds (Lagos 2019) or holds
their body—is the sense that LGB and straight
populations gravitate, on average, toward dif-
ferent locations within a spectrum of gen-
dered possibilities. Historically, sociologists
have had few tools to make these distinct
locations visible. Instead, when describ-
ing population-level patterns of inequality,
research has largely relied on surveys that
include only “starkly dichotomous” meas-
ures that conflate gender and sex (Westbrook
and Saperstein 2015:535). In such studies,
“masculinity” and “femininity” come to be
seen only as a property of male- or female-
assigned bodies, rather than as “a subjectivity
that is enduring, stable and divorced from the
body” (Meadow 2018:52). LGB youth under-
score the limitations of such an approach,
encouraging new measurement methods that
allow a more continuous spectrum of mascu-
linity and femininity to be untethered from
binary sex.

LGB Students in U.S. Schools

Schools are famously inhospitable spaces for
LGB youth. A long-standing research tradi-
tion examines the social and psychological
aspects of LGB students’ school experiences,
documenting bullying (e.g., Toomey and Rus-
sell 2016), discriminatory policies and prac-
tices (e.g., Kosciw et al. 2018), and the heavy
toll that unsafe school contexts take on LGB
students’ mental health (e.g., Russell and Fish
2016). Given these facts, some scholars have
concluded that schools are “the most homo-
phobic of all social institutions” (Aragon
et al. 2014:2).

Within this literature, however, LGB stu-
dents’ core academic outcomes have been
largely unobservable. Given the psychosocial
strains LGB students face, one might expect
they would struggle academically as well.
However, given the sharp gender-typing of
academic performance, there are also many
reasons why the academic outcomes of gay/
bisexual boys could be very different from
those of lesbian/bisexual girls.

For gay/bisexual boys, precisely those
aspects of gender that are socially costly
could also be academically beneficial.
If locally dominant norms of masculinity
denigrate academic investment, then being
alienated from those norms—and excluded
from the peer groups that promote them—
could be tremendously beneficial. Similarly,
in contexts where teachers criminalize boys’
masculinities from an early age (Ferguson
2000; Rios 2011), boys with less normatively
masculine gender enactments might endure
peer sanctions but avoid the more formalized
sanctions imposed by school officials (Mit-
tleman 2018).

For lesbian/bisexual girls, to the extent
that students construct academic engage-
ment as feminine, an internally felt aversion
to “girliness” may encourage some to view
school skeptically. This internal feeling could
find external reinforcement in how lesbian/
bisexual girls are treated by school officials.
If teachers see lesbian/bisexual girls as enact-
ing masculinity, this could make them prime
targets for the “bad girl” penalty identified by
previous research. This risk could be espe-
cially high for Black girls, who are already
stereotyped as masculine by White authority
figures (Ispa-Landa 2013; Jones 2010). In
this way, LGB identities could be doubly dis-
advantaging for girls: both socially risky and
academically costly.

Existing Evidence and the Invisibility
of Sexuality in Population Data

Research into these kinds of possibilities has
long been hampered by severe data limita-
tions. For decades, researchers had to fight
even for the acknowledgment there was an
LGB population (Gates 2012). Although that
fight may seem won, the majority of U.S.
demographic surveys still do not include
information on sexual orientation (National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine 2020). A recent review found that,
of over 100 ongoing federal surveys, only
11 assessed sexual orientation (Velte 2020).
Researchers studying gay and lesbian adults
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have relied on same-sex partnerships revealed
in household rosters of core demographic
surveys, like the American Community Sur-
vey and the decennial census (e.g., Baumle
et al. 2009; Gates and Ost 2004). However,
partnership data reveal only a selective sub-
set of the gay and lesbian population and
mislabel bisexuals in both same-sex and
other-sex partnerships. Moreover, given the
sharp stratification of cohabitation patterns by
educational attainment (McLanahan 2004),
partnership data are particularly ill-suited for
studying educational outcomes.

Even as data on LGB populations are
generally sparse, data on LGB students are
even more uncommon. In a context where six
states still have laws forbidding the acknowl-
edgment of homosexuality in public schools
(GLSEN 2018), research on student sexuality
has faced steep opposition (Wimberly and
Battle 2015). Measures of student sexual ori-
entation have become increasingly available
in health surveys—such as those administered
through the CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior Sur-
veillance system—but these surveys include
few questions, if any, about academics.

Given these limitations, most population-
based research on LGB students’ academic
outcomes has relied on just one study: Add
Health. Tracking a cohort of middle and high
school students from 1994 through adulthood,
Add Health enabled a generation of research
on LGB students’ achievement and attain-
ment. This research supports the intuition that
LGB boys and girls face divergent academic
experiences, but it came to conflicting conclu-
sions about the direction of these effects.

In an early study, Pearson and colleagues
(2007) used a same-sex attraction measure
reported at baseline and found that same-sex
attracted boys, but not girls, left high school
with lower GPAs, lower rates of advanced
course-taking, and higher rates of course fail-
ure. Later Add Health research, however,
came to directly opposite conclusions. Using
a sexual identity measure reported in adult-
hood, Mollborn and Everett (2015) found that
men identifying as “mostly gay” or “entirely
gay” graduated high school with significantly

higher GPAs than did straight men and went
on to enroll in college at much higher rates.
Other studies further parse LGB students’
outcomes by school urbanicity and culture
(Wilkinson and Pearson 2009) as well as by
the timing and consistency of reported sexual-
ity (Pearson and Wilkinson 2017; Walsemann
et al. 2014). All told, it is difficult to draw
consistent conclusions from this pioneering
body of work. Moreover, the Add Health data
capture only one birth cohort: a cohort whose
experiences may have been very different
from those born long before them as well as
those born more recently.

Research examining the educational attain-
ment of LGB adults comes to similarly mixed
conclusions. Demographic profiles that iden-
tify gay and lesbian adults using partnership
data consistently note that same-sex house-
holds have higher rates of educational attain-
ment than do other-sex households (Black
et al. 2000; Black, Sanders, and Taylor 2007;
Gates and Ost 2004). However, the limitations
of partnership data make it difficult to inter-
pret these findings. Therefore, it is notable that
Gates’s (2014:7) review of four population-
based surveys with direct measures of sexual
identity concluded that “findings regarding
educational attainment did not show a com-
pletely consistent pattern across surveys.”

Some of the inconsistencies of exist-
ing research are surely due to the fact that,
as a comparatively small population, LGB
respondents yield only limited sample sizes
in nationally representative surveys. Such
limited samples not only generate unstable
estimates, they also prevent analyses of how
sexuality further intersects with other aspects
of identity and context. For instance, gen-
erations of intersectional scholarship high-
light the distinct experiences of Black lesbian
women (Collins 2004; Combahee River Col-
lective 1983; Moore 2011), a group obscured
in analyses that combine all lesbian women
together. Similarly, LGB individuals’ aca-
demic outcomes are likely to vary substan-
tially by birth cohort in the United States, due
to the rapid progress in LGBTQ rights and the
sweeping rise of women more broadly.
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DISCUSSION

In her ethnography, Dude You're A Fag:
Mas-culinity and Sexuality in High School,
Pascoe (2007) tells the story of Ricky. One
of only three out gay boys at River High,
Ricky’s sexuality and expansive gender
expression marked him as a target for
crushing “abuse at the hands of negligent
adults, cruel teen-agers and indifferent
school administrators” (Pascoe 2007:65).
Ricky’s isolation and vic-timization stands
in stark contrast to the expe-riences of girls
like Rebeca and Jessie. Two of several out
lesbians at River High, these girls
discovered that “gender and sexual non-
normativity for girls can actually increase
their social status” (Pascoe 2007:120).

The current study supports the ongoing
relevance of Pascoe’s portrait of the
social dynamics of U.S. high schools. I
find, for example, that gay boys report
feeling unsafe in school at about twice the
rate of straight

boys, but lesbian girls are just slightly more
likely than straight girls to report feeling
unsafe. However, by analyzing these social
dynamics alongside academic outcomes, the
current study shows this portrait is incomplete
in important ways. For contemporary lesbian
girls, I find that a comparatively safe social
experience masks rather serious vulnerabili-
ties in terms of academic success. At the same
time, I show that gay boys’ well-documented
victimization should be understood alongside
their remarkable academic resilience.

In every dataset, across all birth cohorts,
among White, Black, Hispanic, and Asian
men, and along the full range of outcomes,
I find that gay men achieve strikingly high
levels of academic success. Some of con-
temporary gay men’s success appears to be
explained by their distance from the kind
of masculinity reported by their peers. Most
of gay boys’ advantages, however, are left
unexplained by this measure. Moreover,
attributing gay men’s success to avoiding the
problems of masculinity does not address the
fact that, on many measures, gay men sur-
pass not only straight men, but also straight
women. What explains this dynamic?

I propose that gay boys’ felt distance
from hegemonic masculinity not only allows
them to avoid the academic costs of mas-
culinity, it also encourages them to pursue
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especially high levels of academic success.
From an early age, gay boys face compound-
ing status threats. Persistent cultural sexism
leaves all boys’ masculinity “exquisitely frag-
ile” (Meadow 2018:21), and enduring het-
erosexism leaves all boys’ heterosexuality
“especially precarious” (Mize and Manago
2018:315). Growing up, gay boys discover
themselves on the wrong side of both of these
intersecting divides. In academics, they may
find one adaptative way of responding to
these status threats.

Academic performance offers an accessible
domain of competitive self-mastery. Whereas
the rules of masculinity may feel obscure
or unattainable, the rules of school can feel
discrete and manageable. The approval of a
parent may be uncertain, but the praise of a
teacher can be regularly earned with the right
amount of effort. And when other avenues for
“being a man” are cut off, pursuing the kinds
of prestigious careers made possible through
meticulously high achievement offers a way
to shore up one’s standing as a man. In these
ways, my results provide population-level
support for what Pachankis and Hatzenbue-
hler (2013:177) call the “Best Little Boy in
the World” hypothesis: that gay boys “learn
to deflect attention away from their concealed
stigma through overcompensation in achieve-
ment-related domains.”

In contrast to gay men’s consistent advan-
tages, I find that lesbian women’s academic
outcomes varied substantially by birth cohort
and race/ethnicity. Within the entire popula-
tion of U.S. adult women, lesbian women
have significantly higher levels of bachelor’s
degree attainment than do straight women.
On closer examination, though, this over-
all advantage is concentrated entirely among
women from earlier birth cohorts. And when |
examined lesbian women separately by race/
ethnicity, I found that the bachelor’s degree
advantage that historically accrued to les-
bian women was concentrated among White
lesbians. Larger sample sizes are needed
to estimate the full four-way interaction of
sex-by-sexuality-by-race/ethnicity-by-birth
cohort, but it seems that lesbian women’s

overall bachelor’s degree advantage is driven
primarily by older cohorts of White lesbian
women. What accounts for these patterns?

I propose that lesbian women’s chang-
ing educational attainments offer a certain
“outsider within” perspective (Collins 1986)
on the broader “gender revolution” of the
twentieth century. For much of the twenti-
eth century, heteropatriarchal laws and norms
required women to limit their education in
deference to the constraints of early marriage,
childrearing, and economic dependence on a
male provider. Lesbian women’s marginali-
zation from this gender regime would have
provided many reasons to pursue higher edu-
cation. Refusing to be reliant on a man for
income, lesbian women could have sought
out college degrees to increase their earning
potential. Facing pressure to “settle down”
into a straight marriage, higher education
may have offered a recognizable path for
forestalling the marital timeline imposed by
others. Less likely to have their educational
careers cut short by unintended fertility, les-
bian women may have persisted in college
when others were made to stop. Even so,
not all lesbian women would have had the
resources and freedom needed to capitalize
on these shared reasons for higher education.
Therefore, 1 propose that, when an earlier
gender regime pushed lesbian women to pur-
sue more education than straight women, it
was the most advantaged lesbian women—
disproportionately White lesbians—that best
capitalized on those pressures.

In contemporary cohorts, the gender
regime governing women’s education has
changed profoundly: “a historic reversal”
has occurred (England and Bearak 2012).
Today, many of the external forces constrain-
ing women’s college completion have largely
dissipated. Instead, the rapid “rise of women”
has promoted the normative expectation that
girls should pursue at least a college degree.
Therefore, in the current moment, a skepti-
cism toward the strictures and expectations
of femininity may undercut academic invest-
ments among lesbian women. My analysis
of gender atypicality and lesbian women’s
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academic performance provides some sup-
port for this idea: lesbian women’s distance
from the kind of femininity reported by
straight girls helps explain some—although
not much—of their large GPA disadvantage.
What might explain the rest?

I propose that, in contemporary cohorts,
lesbian women’s academic achievement is
suppressed by unequal treatment by school
authorities. That is, I suspect lesbian students—
especially those who enact “masculine” styles
of speech, dress, and behavior—dispropor-
tionately face the kinds of “bad girl” penalties
identified by previous research. Indeed, the
HSLS data provide new evidence of lesbian
girls’ substantial overrepresentation in exclu-
sionary school discipline. Consistent with
prior research (Mittleman 2018), Figure S5 in
the online supplement shows lesbian girls are
more than twice as likely (p < .05) to report
having been suspended or expelled in the
six months prior to their 11th-grade survey.
Moreover, these higher rates of discipline are
concentrated entirely among lesbians of color:
among White girls, there is no difference
in discipline rates between lesbian students
and their straight schoolmates. The apparent
specificity of these sanctions is consistent
with the idea that hegemonic femininity is not
just a gendered ideal, but a racialized ideal
as well (Collins 2004; Hamilton et al. 2019).
To the extent that girls of color are already
scrutinized for failing to conform to a White
“good girl” norm, any further deviations from
feminine gender expression among lesbian
students of color may be met with especially
harsh penalties.

Bisexual men and women sit somewhat
uneasily in this framework. Among all U.S.
adults, I find that bisexual men and women
earn college degrees at essentially the same
rate as straight men and women. However,
for recent cohorts of women—among whom
bisexual identification is, by far, the highest—
bisexual women are disadvantaged across the
full range of academic outcomes. These dis-
advantages are generally smaller for bisexual
men. However, in the HSLS cohort, bisex-
ual boys report substantially lower rates of

bachelor’s degree enrollment than do their
straight schoolmates. How are we to explain
these disadvantages?

To begin, I note that these patterns of
bisexual academic disadvantage are directly
in line with research on other life domains,
such as labor market earnings (Mize 2016)
and physical and mental health (Liu and Rec-
zek 2021). In these areas, as in my results,
bisexual individuals face considerable dis-
advantages, not just compared to the straight
population but compared to gay and lesbian
populations as well. These disadvantages are
often attributed to the especially high levels
of stigma, discrimination, and minority stress
that bisexuals face (Liu and Reczek 2021;
Mize 2016). The same dynamics may be at
work here as well.

However, my results highlight one impor-
tant complexity: the question of why bisexual
women'’s disadvantages largely follow les-
bian women’s, but bisexual men’s outcomes
diverge so sharply from gay men’s. It is not
obvious how to interpret this result. One pos-
sibility suggested by my results and in line
with prior research (e.g., Li et al. 2017) is that
bisexual boys may be, on average, far more
gender typical than gay boys. As such, bisex-
ual boys may derive fewer of the academic
benefits of gender atypicality even as they still
face a heavy toll of stigma and discrimination.
Therefore, for the bisexual population, identity-
specific stressors may shape academic out-
comes in a way that is largely independent of
the crosscutting pressures of gender.

Still, the data assembled here provide
reason to exercise a certain humility when
interpreting the academic performance of the
bisexual population. There are complex ques-
tions about how to account for the bisexual
population’s outcomes at a time when bisex-
ual identification is, itself, expanding in a very
specific way: rapidly among young women,
but not among men (England et al. 2016).
The actively shifting and socially structured
dynamics of bisexual identification compli-
cate easy explanations for this population’s
patterns. Future research, particularly qualita-
tive research, should more fully investigate
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the mechanisms by which bisexual women
and men are disadvantaged in U.S. schools.

Limitations and Implications for
Future Research

These conclusions come with limitations that
suggest several directions for future research.
The most significant of these limitations
is that, although I analyzed LGB popula-
tions, transgender and other queer popula-
tions remain beyond the scope of this article.
Relying on binary sex measures, my analy-
ses continue to be populated by “men” and
“women,” “boys” and “girls.” Wilkinson,
Shifrer, and Pearson (2021) provide impor-
tant evidence on the academic outcomes
of gender-diverse youth in the HSLS, and
future work should continue to break down
the gender binary that prevails in studies of
educational stratification.

Another important limitation of the cur-
rent study is that, while I have information on
respondents’ sexual identities, I know noth-
ing about how those identities manifest in
respondents’ lives. For instance, I do not
know whether respondents are “out” in their
daily lives or the age at which they came out.
I do not know whether their sexuality was
met with stigma or support in their families,
schools, and communities. All of these varia-
tions surely shape students’ academic experi-
ences, but not in any one obvious direction.
For example, gay boys in more stigmatizing
environments may feel a greater drive for
academic performance, such that those who
are able to come out earlier in life might actu-
ally underperform compared to those who are
forced to remain closeted.

The unavailability of these kinds of
measures reveals the extent to which demo-
graphic research on LGBTQ populations is,
in many ways, still in its infancy. All of the
analyses in this study were only possible
because public servants recently included
sexual identity measures in a few key parts
of the federal research apparatus. During the
Obama administration, plans were finalized
to include sexual identity and gender identity

measures in a much larger, more consequen-
tial demographic survey: the 2018 American
Community Survey. The size and breadth of
those data would have profoundly expanded
the possibilities for LGBTQ demographic
research. Under Trump, these plans were
canceled abruptly and without justification
(Wang 2018). This erasure of LGBTQ Ameri-
cans not only affects governments’ budget
decisions and researchers’ opportunities. It
also makes a fundamental statement about
who we recognize and which lives we value:
it structures a “recognition gap” of the kind
Lamont (2018) compels us to close.

Conclusion

The question of how gender shapes aca-
demic performance has animated sociologi-
cal research for decades. In the wake of the
Covid-19 pandemic, this old question has
taken on new meaning. Although the pan-
demic suppressed college enrollment among
both men and women, the decline for men
was seven times as steep (National Student
Clearinghouse Research Center 2021). Given
the benefits of higher education, finding ways
to promote masculinities more compatible
with educational attainment is an increasingly
urgent social problem.

As questions of gender and school suc-
cess continue to shape U.S. life in the years
to come, this study provides new reasons
for sociologists to heed a lesson long taught
by queer theorists: any analysis of gender is
incomplete without an analysis of sexuality.
By making the margins of the academic gen-
der order visible, LGB students allow us to
see the spectrum of academic performance in
a new light. Incorporating sexuality into the
study of educational stratification, we find
the persistent penalties for women who defy
the dictates of hegemonic femininity and the
tremendous possibilities for men outside the
confines of hegemonic masculinity.
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