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I began reading Disparate Measures: Feminist
and Economic Perspectives on the STEM Gender
Gap during summer break, a time when I,
like many working parents, was caring for
a school-aged child while also supporting
aging parents. Although I’m a feminist sociol-
ogist who studies racial and gender inequality
in Silicon Valley, these personal experiences
renewed my proximity to a long-standing fea-
ture of the U.S. labor system: the systemic
exploitation of women’s care work. Like
many others, I was once drawn in by cultural
narratives that equated white-collar careers
with stability, upward mobility, and prestige.
Today I find myself, like so many women, sus-
taining some of the very institutions that
promised those rewards—through the often
invisible, uncompensated, or undercompen-
sated reproductive labor on which they depend.

In Disparate Measures, Mary Armstrong
and Susan Averett take up an urgent and
important topic: how marginalized women
workers, promised economic mobility by
the STEM industrial complex, are actually
faring. As the authors put it, ‘‘Seen as part
economic driver and part social remedy,
STEM jobs are commonly understood to
benefit everyone, especially women and par-
ticularly women from underrepresented
groups’’ (p. 2). Deploying a mix of census
and labor force data, Armstrong and Averett
assess the outcomes for women ages 25 to 64
who have imbibed these promises.
Grounded in intersectionality and a critical
data studies framework, the book poses
two central questions: ‘‘What do diverse
women actually find when they work in
STEM occupations?’’ and ‘‘What do STEM
jobs really deliver, and for whom?’’ (p. 2).

Using American Community Survey data
from 2012 to 2019 and public datasets from
the Center for Economic and Policy Research,
among other sources, the authors find that
while women in STEM generally earn more
than women in non-STEM occupations,
they remain second-class citizens when com-
pared to white men in the same fields. The
book features eight intersectional case stud-
ies, with each chapter centering a different
demographic identity and the wage/status
gaps associated with it. Chapters Three
through Ten focus on Black women; Ameri-
can Indian and Alaska Native women; Asian
and Pacific Islander women; Hispanic/Lati-
na women; foreign-born women; women
with disabilities; LGBTQ+ populations
(including lesbians, bisexual women, trans
women, and gender-nonbinary individuals);
and mothers.

A notable structural feature of the book is
the way each chapter begins with a critical
unpacking of the category (or categories)
under analysis. The authors contextualize
each identity within a history of measure-
ment, exploring how that group has been
constructed and represented in federal data
over time. For instance, Chapter Seven on
‘‘foreign-born’’ women opens by showing
how the U.S. Census uses ‘‘foreign-born’’ as
a catchall, flattening important internal
distinctions—between naturalized citizens,
lawful permanent residents, temporary visa
holders, refugees, and asylum-seekers. This
move not only signals the limitations of
state-generated data but also models reflex-
ive feminist social science. The authors use
these introductory sections to signal the par-
tiality of quantitative endeavors and to cau-
tion against taking statistical categories at
face value. These framing choices are among
the book’s most innovative and pedagogical-
ly useful contributions, and I expect to draw
on several of these chapters in my own teach-
ing on research methods, race, and gender.

Armstrong and Averett define STEM
broadly—beyond just computer science and
engineering—to include professional health
care occupations (diagnosing and treating
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practitioners, therapists, nurses, and medical
support workers). This expanded definition
is crucial for surfacing the often-overlooked
STEM contributions of women workers. As
they show, more than 70 percent of ‘‘STEM-
related’’ jobs in 2019 were held by women,
yet women in this sector earned just 75
percent of what white men earned. The
book carefully illustrates how wage gaps
persist across and within STEM domains
and how racial and gender hierarchies struc-
ture even those jobs held up as beacons of
opportunity.

While the book’s strengths are numerous,
there are limitations worth noting. Despite
its commitment to intersectionality, Disparate
Measures leans heavily on traditional eco-
nomic tools—regression analysis, wage de-
composition, and labor force statistics.
Though rigorous, these approaches can feel
reductive, especially in areas where cultural,
organizational, and relational dynamics are
central to understanding inequality. For
instance, Armstrong and Averett largely
sidestep the extensive sociological literature
on how gender and race operate within
organizations—how workplace culture, role
expectations, managerial norms, and inter-
personal dynamics reproduce inequality in
ways not captured by census data.

Notably absent are insights from scholars
who have long studied the cultural and insti-
tutional reproduction of inequality in STEM
settings (including my own work). Likewise,
the book engages only minimally with sociol-
ogy of race scholarship on the failures of cor-
porate diversity initiatives. This omission
means that Disparate Measures often explains
what is happening (e.g., wage gaps and occu-
pational clustering) without fully addressing
why—particularly in terms of organizational
culture, ideology, or the relational dynamics
of work and homelife. In this way, the book
underplays how inequality is sustained
through mechanisms that show up later in
economic indicators.

Forexample, Chapter Nine, which addresses
LGBTQ+ women in STEM, draws on National
Health Interview Survey and ACS data but, as
the authors acknowledge, cannot fully analyze
the experiences of trans women and nonbinary
people due to gaps in available data. This is not
a flaw of the authors so much as a limitation of

quantitative data collection and analysis, but it
nonetheless highlights the constraints of an
approach that relies exclusively on what can
be mathematically measured.

In certain places, the book edges toward an
additive model of disadvantage—gender
plus race plus disability, and so on—without
fully embracing the relational insights of
intersectional theory. As recent work by
scholars like Pallavi Banerjee and Sharla Ale-
gria and France Winddance Twine demon-
strate, immigration status and racialized cat-
egories interact to produce stratified
workplace hierarchies that can resemble
caste-like systems. These dynamics are diffi-
cult to capture using the kinds of statistical
methods employed in Disparate Measures,
but they are essential for understanding
how inequality is lived and organized on
the ground.

Finally, while Armstrong and Averett
acknowledge the significance of the repro-
ductive economy—care work, emotional
labor, and household labor—it remains sec-
ondary in the analysis. For a book that fore-
grounds feminist commitments, this is
a missed opportunity. A deeper engagement
with reproductive labor would have brought
needed attention to how capitalist labor mar-
kets rely on women’s unpaid work to repro-
duce labor power itself.

At times, Disparate Measures feels like two
distinct projects: one is a feminist history of
how population categories have been con-
structed through census data, and the other
is a study of wage disparities between white
men and marginalized women in STEM. The
former is particularly innovative and impor-
tant, offering a rare resource for sociologists
interested in the politics of measurement,
feminist methods, and the construction of
empirical categories. The latter offers vital
insight into how inequality persists in
domains often presumed to be meritocratic.

Despite its limitations, Disparate Measures
is an important contribution to feminist eco-
nomics, critical data studies, and the sociolo-
gy of work. It is especially useful for scholars
and instructors who wish to critically exam-
ine STEM inclusion narratives, reflect on the
limits of large-scale data, or teach students
how to interrogate the categories they so
often take for granted. I plan to incorporate
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this text into my upper-division undergrad-
uate courses on Race and Racism and Wom-
en and Work, where students will benefit
from its methodological transparency and
its persistent challenge to data-driven opti-
mism about women’s progress.
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Basil Bernstein’s own words open the first
chapter of this highly recommended book.
To be optimistic about any education futures,
says Bernstein (2000:xix), we need to analyze
the social biases that ‘‘lie deep within the
very structure of the education system.’’ In
foregrounding these words, author Brian
Barrett offers the warrant for an engagement
with Bernstein who, as Barrett says in his
preface, may easily be dismissed as another
‘‘middle-class white guy from the Global
North’’ (p. vii). But we should not dismiss
Bernstein in a quest for social justice and
equity in and through education, argues Bar-
rett, because Bernstein offers concepts that
‘‘aim at theorizing organizing principles of
practice’’ (p. vii). Barrett claims that these
concepts not only explain the reproduction
of social inequality, but they also offer ways
of thinking about interventions and alterna-
tives. But Bernstein has a reputation for being
dense, inaccessible, and overly complicated;
as a colleague recently said, ‘‘Bernstein has
always terrified me." This is where Basil Bern-
stein: Code Theory and Beyond offers a wel-
come contribution, providing a robust yet
accessible introduction to Bernstein’s key
concepts, as well as an overview of how
these ideas have been enacted, developed,
and enhanced. It stands out among introduc-
tory books on Bernstein by offering a clear
rationale for the continued relevance of his
work and demonstrating how his ideas
have been applied in empirical studies.

Barrett acknowledges Bernstein’s critics
but argues that the criticisms are not grounds
for rejecting his work. Instead, Barrett

advocates for a recognition of Bernstein’s
claim to work-in-progress, and the constant
revision of ideas over five volumes of Class,
Codes and Control from 1971 to 2000. Then,
Barrett must counter the arguments that
Bernstein was a deficit theorist. This reputa-
tion, says Barrett, has been wrongly earned
from Bernstein’s early work on restricted
and elaborated codes. Barrett addresses
this critique by emphasizing Bernstein’s
underlying sociological concern with the
relations between social structures, symbolic
systems, and identity formation, and noting
Bernstein’s shift from issues of language to
‘‘the analysis of practices within . . . educa-
tion’’ (p. 5). However, Barrett does say that
understanding Bernstein’s sociology of lan-
guage is a ‘‘valuable avenue’’ (p. 9) for
appreciating his thinking, and the second
chapter of the book is given to an explana-
tion of restricted codes and elaborated
codes. In this chapter Barrett ‘‘labor[s] the
point’’ that Bernstein’s codes represent the
‘‘generative principles underlying commu-
nication’’ and not surface linguistic features
(p. 15). The claim that Bernstein’s ideas are
a ‘‘deficit theory’’ are convincingly argued
by Barrett as ‘‘simply untrue’’ (p. 19). A third
critique of Bernstein’s work as being ‘‘too
abstract to be applied to empirical research’’
(p. 33) is addressed effectively by Barrett
with the inclusion in each chapter of a brief
account of studies that apply Bernstein’s
concepts.

Bernstein’s work builds on that of illustri-
ous scholars in various sociological
traditions, and Barrett gives attention to
Durkheim as the ‘‘most fundamental’’ inspi-
ration (p. 6). What makes Bernstein’s contri-
bution unique, says Barrett, is its advance-
ment of theories concerned with relations to
education to his focus on relations within
education. Bernstein does this through ‘‘a
novel set of ideas’’ (p. 7), which Barrett
explores in Chapters Three, Four, and Five.
These three chapters are likely to be the
most thumbed by scholars new to Bernstein
for their clear account of the various aspects
of his framework. Barrett effectively deals
with one of the challenges in approaching
Bernstein: that the ideas are dispersed across
and within his five volumes. In his book,
Barrett consolidates Bernstein’s key concepts
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