
Bulletinwww.amacad.org

american academy of arts & sciences

summer 2017
vol. lxx, no. 4

$5 Million Gift from John and Louise Bryson will Fund Science,  
Engineering, and Technology Research

Dædalus explores “The Prospects & Limits of Deliberative Democracy”

On the Professions–Kongjian Yu, Fergus Craik, and George Tsebelis

Remembering Henri A. Termeer

ALSO:

A Reading and Discussion  
of the Play Paradise
Rebecca Saxe, Paula T. Hammond, and Saba Valadkhan

On Free Speech and Academic Freedom
Joan W. Scott

Communicating Science in an Age of Disbelief in Experts
Richard A. Meserve, Mary Sue Coleman, Alan I. Leshner, Joe Palca, and Matthew P. Scott



Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences, Summer 2017      5 

project s and publications

stem Fields Growing among Four-Year College  
Degree Recipients

Since the Great Recession, news coverage about the state of the humanities has often looked to the trend in undergrad-
uate majors as a sign of the field’s flagging health. But where are those students going, and why? New data from the 

American Academy’s Humanities Indicators (HumanitiesIndicators.org) reveal a recent substantial shift toward bache-
lor’s and graduate degrees in the science, technology, engineering, and medical (stem) fields; the data also highlight some 
of the underlying complexities in this shift. 

From 2006 to 2015, bachelor’s degrees in the stem fields rose 
from 22 percent of the baccalaureate degrees awarded to 30 percent 
of the total–the highest level since detailed national record-keeping  
began in 1987 (see Figure 1). Much of the recent growth in the stem 
fields can be attributed to a sharp increase in the shares of bachelor’s 
degrees awarded to students in the health and medical sciences,  
which doubled from 2006 to 2015.

During that same time period, all other fields of study experi-
enced a decrease–and in some cases a sharp decrease–in their 
share of the market. The humanities tend to garner the most atten-
tion in the media, and the trend there is substantially downward–
the shares of bachelor’s degrees in the humanities fell 20 percent 
from 2006 to 2015. In explaining the decline, commentators often 
suggest that students are turning to professional subjects that ap-
pear to have clear career paths. The data 
indicate these assertions may be too sim-
plistic, as two of the largest professional 
degree subjects are also experiencing sub-
stantial declines. Education had the larg-
est proportional decline in share–down 
27 percent in the most recent decade with 
data–while business and management 
degrees also fell (by 13 percent). What all 
three subject areas (business, education, 
and the humanities) have in common is 
that their share of bachelor’s degrees de-
clined to near historic lows in 2015 while 
stem fields approached or reached histor-
ically high levels.

A substantial portion of the shifting pat-
tern in degree recipients may be attribut-
ed to an increase in the share of women re-
ceiving degrees in the health and medical 
fields. In 2006, 9 percent of women earned 
baccalaureate degrees in these fields. As of 
2015, that share had risen to 16 percent. At 
the same time, the shares of women earn-
ing degrees in business, education, and the 
humanities all fell to historically low levels.

Liberal Arts Ascendant at Community Colleges
While stem degrees surged at the bachelor’s level, the share of hu-
manities and liberal arts degrees earned by associate’s degree re-
cipients increased substantially, reaching an unprecedented level in 
2015 and accounting for almost 42 percent of the total.

The growth in liberal arts degrees reflects the increased impor-
tance of community colleges as a first step toward a four-year col-
lege degree, often providing a less expensive way to satisfy gener-
al education requirements. (According to the National Student 
Clearinghouse, 16 percent of students who started their studies at 
a two-year institution went on to complete a four-year college de-
gree.) Unfortunately, the trend data do not reveal whether, and if 
so how, the rise of the liberal arts degrees at the associate’s level 
may be connected to the decline in humanities degrees at the bac-
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calaureate level. The pathways from com-
munity college study to the bachelor’s de-
gree remain murky, particularly at the dis-
ciplinary level.

The demographics of students receiv-
ing community college degrees point to an 
important challenge for policy-makers and 
administrators concerned about the pipe-
line of students into four-year degrees and 
beyond. For instance, in 2015, 32 percent 
of the associate’s degrees conferred in the 
humanities and liberal arts were awarded 
to students from traditionally underrepre-
sented racial/ethnic groups (for instance, 
African Americans, Hispanics/Latinos, 
and Native Americans). That share was ten 
percentage points higher than the share at 
the baccalaureate level. Similarly, the share 
of underrepresented minorities among as-
sociate’s degree recipients in the health, 
medical, and natural sciences was almost 
six percentage points higher than their 
counterparts at the bachelor’s level. 

A similar disparity was found among the 
women earning associate’s degrees: the 
share of women earning science degrees at 
the associate level was nine percentage points higher than the share 
among bachelor’s degree recipients. A large proportion of the wom-
en receiving associate’s degrees in this field earned them in profes-
sionally oriented programs of nursing and health administration. 

The demographic disparities in the student population between 
two- and four-year degree recipients highlight an important policy 
challenge for those seeking to diversify the student body at four-
year institutions. This challenge is reflected in a growing number 
of federal and private efforts to improve the transition process from 
two-year to four-year institutions.

Trends at the Graduate Level

At the graduate level, the main story once again is the rising shares 
of degree recipients in the stem fields (especially in the health and 
medical sciences), and the corresponding declines among gradu-
ates in other fields.

For instance, the share of all master’s and first professional de-
grees conferred on graduates from the health and medical sciences 
has been rising unevenly, but reached a high water mark of almost 

20 percent in 2015 (see Figure 2). Here again, the shares of degrees 
awarded in business, education, and the humanities (as well as law) 
all experienced substantial declines in recent years, with the share 
of humanities degrees falling to the lowest level on record. The legal 
profession experienced the most extended period of decline, with 
its share of degrees declining gradually from over 10 percent of the 
master’s and first professional degrees in 1987 to below 6 percent 
in 2015.

 At the doctoral level, the shares awarded in engineering and 
the health and medical sciences increased substantially, while the 
shares awarded in the humanities fell unevenly from 1987 to 2015 
(see Figure 3). The relative shifts in the shares of students receiving 
doctoral degrees is somewhat deceptive, however, as the total num-
ber of doctorates rose to an unprecedented level in 2015. The most 
rapid growth occurred in the stem fields (which accounts for their 
growing share of the total), but the number of humanities doctoral 
degrees also increased. Even as a growing number of commentators 
worried about a surfeit of new humanities PhDs for a saturated aca-
demic job market–a problem exacerbated by the declining number 
of undergraduate majors in the humanities–the number of doc-
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torates awarded in the field increased from a pre-recession level of 
4,773 awarded in 2007 to a historic peak of 5,891 in 2015.

 Part of the recent growth reflects efforts to increase the racial 
and ethnic diversity of students receiving graduate degrees. On this 
point, administrators and policy-makers can claim some success. 
Among recipients of graduate degrees, almost every field has seen a 
substantial increase in the percentage of students from traditional-
ly underrepresented racial/ethnic groups. In every field except law 
and engineering, the shares of traditionally underrepresented mi-
norities earning master’s and first professional degrees increased 
by 60 percent or more from 1995 to 2015. (Among recipients of law 
degrees, the share increased 33 percent, while the share among en-
gineering degree recipients increased 48 percent.) 

At the doctoral level, the gains were even more pronounced. The 
percentage of degrees awarded to members of traditionally under-
represented racial/ethnic groups increased more than 90 percent 
from 1995 to 2010. The only exceptions were the fine and perform-
ing arts (which increased 78 percent) and the humanities (which 
experienced a 73 percent increase). 

The patterns among degree recipients provide one part of the sto-
ry for those interested in the health of academia. In reports due out 

later this year, the Humanities Indicators will focus on employment 
outcomes for degree recipients, which will be discussed in a future 
issue of the Bulletin.

For more information about the Humanities Indicators, please 
visit the Academy’s website at http://www.humanitiesindica-
tors.org or contact the Indicators staff at humanitiesindicators@
amacad.org. n

Pe
rc

en
t

25

30

20

15

10

5

0
1987 19911989 19951993 19991997 20032001 20072005 20112009 20152013

Behavioral &
Social Sciences

Humanities

Natural Sciences

Health & Medical
Sciences

Engineering

Education

Fine &
Performing Arts

Source and details at http://humanitiesindicators.org.

Shares of Doctoral Degrees Awarded in Select Fields

Figure 3

http://www.humanitiesindicators.org
http://www.humanitiesindicators.org
mailto:humanitiesindicators%40amacad.org?subject=
mailto:humanitiesindicators%40amacad.org?subject=



