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STILL FAILING AT FAIRNESS














Authors’ Note









“Didn’t we solve this sexism thing years ago?”


“I heard that girls are doing fine now, really better than the boys!”


“It’s all about biology. Girls’ and boys’ brains are hardwired differently.”


“I read that single-sex schools are best because students focus on their work instead of each other.”


“Isn’t there a boys’ crisis? Aren’t women the majority of college students?”





A “charmingly naïve belief” that women have achieved equality is how Newsweek columnist Anna Quindlen describes the current state of affairs. Today, men comprise over 90 percent of the top executives at Fortune 500 companies—not exactly equity in the business world. In the military culture, female leadership is viewed as an oxymoron. Great strides in politics and journalism? Hardly. Women comprise an underwhelming 20 percent of our leading journalists. Female representation in the U.S. House of Representatives ranks a disheartening sixty-ninth in the world, behind Iraq and North Korea. Even in prestigious careers such as medicine and law, it does not take long for women to realize that their earnings lag well behind male colleagues. At big law firms, women make up less than 20 percent of the partners. Female doctors confront a gender wage gap that is actually greater than other women in the workforce.


Have you visited a Toys ‘R’ Us (or any toy store) lately? They are like time machines with blue aisles for boys and pink aisles for girls, a sort of Back to the Future, 1950s style. True, a few toys target both genders, but most toys project blue and pink worlds that engulf the very young in “gender-appropriate” activities and futures.




College majors are not found in blue and pink aisles, but some might as well be. Forty years ago, 75 percent of students studying to be elementary teachers were female. Today, 90 percent are female. Teaching is getting pinker. Only one in five engineers is female, two-thirds of physics majors are male, and a lower percentage of females are studying computer science today than a decade ago. These are the blue majors. Even when women break free of gender stereotypes, as they have in many math and science courses, too few actually find careers in science or math.


So if females continue to be dogged by sexism, is it safe to assume that boys and men are the beneficiaries? Not at all. Gender equality is neither a competition nor is it only about females. Breaking news: boys and men have a gender. Few males even consider the heavy price they pay because of gender stereotyping. Truth is, boys are gender stereotyped earlier and more harshly than girls, and their stereotype has tighter boundaries. Careers from teaching to social work, from dance to nursing are routinely denied to countless boys. Surveys reveal that first-year college men view themselves as talented students who will earn higher grades than females, despite the fact that they read less and study less than their female peers. Why is it a revelation that they earn lower grades? Male hubris comes with a high cost.


Yet there are those who do not believe that gender bias is a problem. They believe males and females are “wired” differently, have different brains, and that is all part of nature’s plan. Across America today, hundreds of public schools have bought into this argument and created separate classrooms and different instructional strategies for males and females, setting coeducation back a century.


We have written Still Failing at Fairness to shine a light on these and other gender issues that have become so prevalent in today’s schools. This new edition differs from the original in several ways:




	In many recent books on gender, the focus has been on “boys in crisis.” Before that, the focus was on “schools cheating girls.” Such approaches set the reader up for such questions as: “Who is worse off, girls or boys?” “Are boys further behind now?” “Do girls no longer need to worry about gender bias?” It is time we understood that gender bias and stereotypes are persistent problems for both males and females. It is not one or the other gender that is the problem; gender bias is the problem.


	The original edition of Failing at Fairness focused primarily on girls because most people assumed that girls’ good grades and graduation rates meant that they were doing well in school. Some still make this assumption. But the 1994 edition documented how those good grades often masked persistent problems that short-circuited girls in school. The earlier edition of Failing at Fairness also included a chapter on the male stereotype and the gender barriers boys and men confront. This time, David and Karen have worked to integrate male and female issues throughout the book.


	This new edition is also more inclusive than the first in that we have tried to integrate gender research from different racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Whenever possible, we view gender through cultural and racial lenses, recognizing that each group interprets gender roles differently.


	Naturally, we have updated the research throughout the book, but readers will note that we continue to include classic studies that date from the 1980s and 1990s. It is important for the reader to understand that the federal government has been an unreliable partner in exploring and dismantling gender barriers in schools. Unsympathetic administrations have eliminated much research funding. We hope that in the years ahead, the federal government will once again become a more positive force for eliminating gender bias in schools.


	We are often asked, “Is this still a problem? I heard about gender bias years ago. Isn’t this old news?” We respond with a question: “Why wouldn’t gender bias still be a problem? We are training teachers today in much the same way we did thirty years ago. While the curriculum is less gender biased than decades ago, it is still very biased. So yes, somewhere in most people’s brains there is knowledge of gender bias in schools, but without specifics and without training, we have a new generation of teachers and students who are repeating many of the gender-stereotyped lessons of those who preceded them.” In this revision, we cite many sad yet current statistics that make it all too clear that gender bias is very much an issue. And the fact that some people think it is no longer a problem is reason enough to write Still Failing at Fairness.



	Each chapter now concludes with a brief section we call “Succeeding at Fairness.” After Failing at Fairness was originally published in 1994 a number of readers asked for practical advice, ideas, and online resources to help them create equitable home and school environments for both girls and boys. We have taken their recommendations to heart and now conclude each chapter with such suggestions.







In 1994, Myra and David coauthored Failing at Fairness. Both were professors and Myra was Dean of the School of Education at American University. That same year, Myra was diagnosed with breast cancer, and in nine months, our world changed. Myra died while undergoing a bone marrow transplant at Georgetown Hospital. She was fighting breast cancer, but it was the “cure” that took her life. Her words, her thoughts, and her spirit are on every page of this revision.


In 1999, a new doctoral student came into David’s office at American University, and it was clear to David that she would be an important voice for equality. Karen Zittleman brings incredible commitment and insight to this project, and she is now a coauthor of this book. To keep things as clear as possible for the reader, when we use the term we in this book, we are referring to the two current authors, David and Karen. When the reference refers to work done by David and Myra, we will say so.


We want to acknowledge several people who have helped immeasurably with this revision. New parent Audra Prewitt interviewed other parents and uncovered some insightful anecdotes that appear in the book. Teachers Amy Wolfson, Eleni Vagelatos, and Andrea Bilotto replicated several gender studies in their classrooms, documenting just how painfully slow positive gender changes can be. Lynn Rosen has been a supportive literary agent for both editions of this book. Our editor, Samantha Martin, read every page and provided thoughtful recommendations. While we are responsible for what is written here, this book is undoubtedly stronger for all their contributions. Finally, we extend our thanks to friends, family, colleagues, and of course our students, for their insights and support.















CHAPTER 1


Didn’t We Solve This Problem Years Ago?







By 1994, Myra and David Sadker had already been researching classrooms for over a decade, documenting what so many missed: despite girls’ terrific report cards and cheery smiles, subtle sexist practices at home and at school were sapping their future potential. Many of the lessons girls were learning in school would actually thwart their success as adults. Gender bias was not about girls only: boys were also being shortchanged and confined to an even tighter gender role of what was, and was not, acceptable behavior. The Sadkers saw the challenge in simple terms: publicize unfair treatment (in this case sexism in schools), create awareness of the problem, and surely teachers and parents would demand change. The Sadkers shared their decades of research in the original 1994 edition of Failing at Fairness.


While there has been significant progress in the past few years, sexism not only persists, but has become both more puzzling and more virulent than ever. Political pundits and far-right foundations have fueled a concerted effort to turn back the clock, to degrade feminist efforts, and to reestablish more restrictive gender roles. They argue that men and women are so different that they should be educated in different ways and for different life roles. Today, the need for a revised Failing at Fairness could not be clearer.


 


More Public Schools Dividing Boys and Girls


Houston Chronicle (2007)


 


Harvard President Shocks with Comments on Gender Differences


University Wire (2005)


 




Civil Rights Commission Turns into Heated Debate on Title IX


CBS Sportsline.com (2007)


 


The Math Myth: The Real Truth about Women’s Brains and the Science Gender Gap


Time, February 27, 2005


 


Study Casts Doubt on the “Boy Crisis”


Washington Post, June 26, 2006


 


Study Notes Lack of Female Professors


University Wire, February 23, 2004


 


Many teachers, parents, and students are confused. College students in our classes often view sexism as a vestige of a bygone era, more about political correctness than actual inequities. They arrived on the scene after the most egregious examples of sex bias were eliminated, and have yet to recognize how gender bias can (and likely will) inhibit their options. For them, the word feminist is a label to be avoided at all cost. They are not alone.


Just before revising this book, David received a call from a young reporter who wanted to speak to him about his work “in making women superior to men.” This reporter had already constructed his own definition of gender equity, one built on fear, and his writing will likely fuel fear in others. He viewed gender bias in school as boys versus girls. Some authors and media pundits find that combative metaphor useful. We do not. Gender bias short-circuits both boys and girls, and both move forward when gender restrictions are removed. We need to remove the fear of change, of moving forward. Marianne Williamson wrote about such fear.




Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.1





There is no doubt that political and social opposition to gender equity has grown in recent years. The critics, often referred to as the backlash, touch a “darkness that most frightens us” by drawing gloomy scenarios of how society will be harmed, boys hurt, and our future imperiled if traditional gender roles are changed. Our purpose is quite the opposite: to encourage parents and educators to help each child grow in a world free of stereotypes, to welcome the light. We hope that Still Failing at Fairness will reinforce Williamson’s idea that each of us is “powerful beyond measure.”


BIAS IN THE CLASSROOM


The media floods us with restricted gender images of female beauty and male macho. Blatant sexist images inundate movies, television, and advertising, but it is the even more subtle sexist messages that can shape how we view our world. When Failing at Fairness was first published, Myra and David focused on these subtle, all but invisible, examples of sexism in school. But it was their appearances on Dateline in 1992 and in 1994 (before the “To Catch a Predator” epidemic had set in) that underscored the challenge of “seeing” subtle sexism in school.


Jane Pauley, the show’s coanchor at the time, wanted to visit classrooms, capture these covert sexist lessons on videotape, and expose them before a television audience. The task was to extricate sound bites and video clips of sexism from a fifth-grade classroom where the teacher, chosen to be the subject of the exposé, was aware she was being scrutinized for sex bias. The teacher agreed to be the focus so that she could learn and improve her already strong teaching skills. What a great idea!


Dateline had been taping her class for two days when David received a concerned phone call from the show’s producer: “This is a fair teacher. How can we show sexism on our show when there’s no gender bias in this teacher’s class?” David and Myra drove to the NBC studio in Washington, D.C., and found two Dateline staffers, intelligent women concerned about fair treatment in school, sitting on the floor in a darkened room staring at the videotape of a fifth-grade class. “We’ve been playing this over and over. The teacher is terrific. There’s no bias in her teaching. Come watch.”


The teacher was terrific. She was also a classic example of the many skillful, well-intentioned professionals who inadvertently teach boys better than girls. The NBC staffers, like most people, simply could not detect the bias. One literally has to learn to see again, to remove the cultural blinders. The Sadkers froze the tape, pointed out the sexist behaviors, and then replayed it. The producers were amazed that they looked so hard and saw so little. The examples of sexism were like micro inequities: fleeting but persistent, brief but powerful, flying under our conscious radar. Once the hidden lessons of unconscious bias are made visible, classrooms never look the same again.


Much of the unintentional gender bias in that fifth-grade class could not be shown in the short time allowed by television, but the video clips of sexism selected for broadcast were powerful. Dateline showed a math group with boys sitting on the teacher’s right side and girls on her left. Informal segregation by race would likely be addressed, but when done by gender is routinely ignored—with compelling consequences. After giving the math book to a girl to hold open at the page of examples, the teacher turned her back to the girls and focused on the boys, teaching them actively and directly. Occasionally she turned to the girls’ side, but only to read the examples in the book. This teacher, although aware that she was being observed for sexism, had unwittingly transformed the girls into passive spectators, an audience for the boys. All but one, that is: the girl holding the math book had become a prop.


Dateline also showed a lively discussion in the school library. With both girls’ hands and boys’ hands waving for attention, the librarian chose boy after boy to speak. In one interaction she peered through the forest of girls’ hands waving directly in front of her to acknowledge the raised hand of a boy in the back of the room. Startled by the teacher’s attention, the boy muttered, “I was just stretching.” In the fast pace of classroom give-and-take, such behaviors are difficult to detect, much less change. Sexist interactions are part of our everyday culture, imbedded in how we talk and behave. It is much easier to discuss sexism in the abstract than it is to eliminate specific sexist behaviors—especially when you are the teacher.


Sitting in the same classroom, reading the same textbook, listening to the same teacher, boys and girls receive very different educations. From grade school through graduate school, female students are more likely to be invisible members of classrooms. Teachers interact with males more frequently, ask them better questions, give them more precise and helpful feedback, and discipline them more harshly and more publicly. Over the course of years the uneven distribution of teacher time, energy, attention, and talent shapes both genders. Girls learn to wait patiently, to accept that they are behind boys on the line for teacher attention. Boys learn that they are the prime actors shaping classroom life. If frustrated, boys quickly discover that they can call out or act out. Teachers learn that the way to “manage” a class is to control the boys. In today’s sexist school culture, boys assume that they are number one, and begin to understand the inherited power of entitlement. This sense of entitlement is a two-edged sword: soaring boyhood hopes often crash into adult realities. Boys are led to expect much from the world, often too much in the way of power and material wealth. Few boys will become president or an astronaut or a millionaire or a sports star. Many boys will become men who sell life insurance, fix furnaces, or work long hours on two jobs. School teaches girls what society expects from them: patience, waiting, a second-class citizenship, and quiet frustration (and too often depression). Sexism sends both girls and boys into the world with these powerful lessons—lessons they would be better off unlearning.


After several decades of research and thousands of hours of classroom observation, the stubborn persistence and subtlety of sexist lessons are startling. When Myra and David began their first research project in the early 1980s, they visited one of Washington, D.C.’s most elite (and expensive) private schools. Uncertain of exactly what to look for, David and Myra decided to write nothing down, but simply sit quietly and observe. They felt like meditating monks in the midst of a whirlwind of activity. So much happening at once! Classroom life is so fast paced that one could easily miss a vital phrase or gesture, a tiny inequity that might hold a world of meaning. Sometimes, subtlety was not the problem. On the second day, they witnessed their first clear example of sexism, a quick, jarring flash within the hectic pace of the school day:


Two second graders are kneeling beside a large box. They whisper excitedly to each other as they pull out wooden blocks, colored balls, counting sticks. So absorbed are these two small children in examining and sorting the materials, they are visibly startled by the teacher’s impatient voice as she hovers over them. “Ann! Julia! Get your cotton-pickin’ hands out of the math box. Move over so the boys can get in there and do their work.”


Isolated here on the page of a book, this incident is not difficult to interpret. Some might not even find the comment particularly offensive. But if race rather than gender was the distinction, the injustice is brought into sharper focus. Picture Ann and Julia as African-American children asked to take their “cotton-pickin’ hands” away so white children “can get in there and do their work.” Whether the child was black or female, if Ann and Julia’s parents had observed this exchange, they might justifiably wonder whether their tuition dollars were well spent. But few parents actually watch teachers in action, and fewer still have learned to interpret the meaning behind fast-paced classroom events.


While the teacher talked to the two girls, she was also keeping a wary eye on fourteen other active children. Unless you actually shadowed the teacher, stood right next to her as we did, you might miss the event entirely. After all, it lasted only a few seconds. The incident unsettles, but it must be considered within the context of numerous interactions this harried teacher had that day. Perhaps the teacher feared that without some constructive activity, the boys might have gotten into mischief. Keep them on task and the girls will mind themselves. But the hidden lesson to those students was obvious.


Most sexist behaviors are far less obvious. It took Myra and David almost a year to develop an observation system that would register the hundreds of daily classroom interactions, teasing out the imbedded gender bias. Trained raters went into classrooms in four states and the District of Columbia, recording the dialogue of teachers and students. They observed students from different racial and ethnic backgrounds as they attended math, reading, English, and social studies classes. They saw lessons taught by women and by men, by teachers of different races. In short, they analyzed America’s classrooms. By the end of the year, there were thousands of observation sheets, and after another year of statistical analysis, a syntax of sexism emerged, one so elusive that most teachers and students were completely unaware of its influence.2 Boys had become the center of teacher attention; girls had become quiet spectators.


BREAKING THE SOUND BARRIER


Women who have spent years learning the lessons of silence in elementary, secondary, and college classrooms have trouble regaining their voices. David often sets up a role play to demonstrate classroom sex bias. Four volunteers, two women and two men, are asked to pretend to be students in a middle school social studies lesson. They have no script; their only direction is to take a piece of paper with them as David, playing the part of the social studies teacher, ushers them to four chairs in front of the room. He tells the audience that he will condense much of the research on classroom sexism into a ten-minute lesson so that the bias will be more obvious, even overwhelming. The job of parents and teachers in the audience is to detect the different forms of egregious sexism. He begins the lesson:


“Today we’re going to discuss the chapter in your book, The Gathering Clouds of War, about the American Revolution. But first I’d like you to take out your homework so I can check it.” David walks over to Sarah, the first student in the line of four. (In real life she is an English teacher at the local high school.)


“Let’s see your paper, Sarah.” He pauses to look it over. “Questions three and seven are not correct.” Sarah looks concerned.


David moves to Peggy (who is a communications professor at a state college). “Oh, Peggy, Peggy, Peggy!” She looks up as everyone stares. David holds up Peggy’s paper. “Would you all look at this? It is sooo neat. You print just like a typewriter. This is the kind of paper I like to put on the bulletin board for open school night.” Peggy looks down, smiles, blushes, looks up wide-eyed, and bats her eyelashes. Before our eyes she is reliving the lessons of her childhood, the stereotypical good girl with pretty penmanship. The lessons have been well learned.


Next David stops by Tony (who is a career and vocational education teacher) and looks at the blank paper he is holding. “Tony, you’ve missed questions three, seven, and eleven. I think you would do better on your assignments if you used the bold headings to guide your reading. I know you can get this if you try harder.” Tony nods earnestly as David moves to Roy. Sarah, who missed questions three and seven, looks perplexed.


David scans Roy’s paper and hands it back. “Roy, where’s your homework?”


Roy (a college physics teacher) stammers, “Here it is,” and again offers the blank paper that served as homework for the others in the role play.


“Roy, that’s not your history homework. That’s science.” Roy still looks puzzled. “Trust me, Roy,” David says. “No matter what you come up with, it won’t be history homework. Now, where is it?”


“The dog ate it,” Roy mutters, getting the picture and falling into the bad boy role. He smirks a bit and laughs along with the others.


Next David discusses revolutionary battles, military tactics, and male leaders—George Washington, John and Samuel Adams, Paul Revere, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and more. He calls on Roy and Tony more than twenty times each. When they don’t know the answer, he probes, jokes, challenges, offers hints. He calls on Sarah only twice. She misses both her questions because David gives her less than half a second to speak. After effusively praising Peggy’s pretty paper, David never calls on her again. As the lesson progresses, Sarah’s face takes on a sad, almost vacant expression. Peggy keeps on smiling.


When the scene of blatant sexism is over, many in the audience want to know how the two women felt.


“That was me all through school,” Peggy blurts out. “I did very well. My work was neat. I was always prepared. I would have had the right answer if someone had called on me. But they never did.”


“Why did you watch the two males get all the attention?” we ask. “If you weren’t called on, why didn’t you call out?”


“I tried. I just couldn’t do it.”


“Why? You weren’t wearing a muzzle. The men were calling out.”


“I know. I felt terrible. It reminded me of all those years in school when I wanted to say something but couldn’t.”


“What about you, Sarah?” we ask. “Why didn’t you just shout out an answer?”


“It never occurred to me to do it,” Sarah says, then pauses. “No, that’s not true. I thought about it, but I didn’t want to be out there where I might get laughed at or ridiculed.”


David has taught this role-play class hundreds and hundreds of times in workshops in big cities and small towns all across the United States. Each time he demonstrates sex bias by blatantly and offensively ignoring female students, and almost always the adult women, put back into the role of twelve-year-olds, sit and say nothing; once again they become the nice girls watching the boys in action. Inside they may feel sad or furious or relieved, but like Sarah and Peggy, they remain silent.


The men who volunteered for the role play did not bargain for their role, either: in the spotlight. Most were not history experts, but with David’s clues and cues, they managed to answer the seemingly endless stream of questions he directed at them. They were also singled out for discipline, although they had done nothing wrong. When that happened, familiar bells rang and they nodded and smiled at the other participants. They knew the class clown routine. When David needed students to come to the front of the class to demonstrate “guerrilla warfare,” he recruited the two boys. Most teachers do the same, asking boys to take part in demonstrations to keep them active and engaged. The men, like the women, have cell memories of their student behaviors. They remembered the misplaced discipline or the stream of academic questions cascading on them when they were young. They chuckle now, for they have learned how to “take it like a man.” But as boys, those were difficult times.


Women must work to be heard in such classes, but the rewards are often not worth the effort. Instead, some sit patiently and take notes, some doodle or write letters or pass notes, or simply wait for the teacher to notice them. It can be a long wait. In a California workshop, one parent who was playing the part of a student developed an elaborate pantomime. She reached into her large purse, pulled out a file, and began to do her nails. When that failed to attract David’s attention, she brought out a brush, makeup, and a mirror. But David continued to ignore her, talking only with the two males.


“I was so mad I wanted to hit you,” the woman fumed at the end of the role play when she was invited to express her feelings.


“What did you do to show your anger?” David asked.


“I didn’t do anything.” Then she paused, realizing the passive-aggressive but ultimately powerless strategy she had pursued. “No, I did do something—my nails,” she said sadly.


After hundreds of these role plays, we are still astonished at how quickly the veneer of adulthood melts away. Doing the role play in 2008 creates the same reactions as it did twenty years ago. Despite a general awareness of gender equity, the gender culture of schooling persists; many girls find solace in classroom silence, and many boys still feel the need to clown around in class, or dominate the discussion. Women and men continue to replay behaviors they learned as children at school, and teachers continue to teach the way they were taught. These role plays are revealing, funny, sad, and sometimes, they take a troubling twist.


At a workshop for college students at a large university in the Midwest, one of the young women ignored in the role play did not exhibit the usual behavior of silence or passive hostility. Instead, in the middle of the workshop in front of her classmates, she began to sob. She explained later in private that as one of only a few girls in the university’s agricultural program, she had been either ignored or harassed. That week in an overenrolled course an instructor had announced, “There are too many students in this class. Everyone with ovaries—out!”


“What did you do?”


“What could I do? I left. Later I told my adviser about it. He was sympathetic but said if there was no room, I should consider another major.”




BIAS IN BOOKS


Among Schoolchildren written by Tracy Kidder, chronicles real-life educator Chris Zajac. A thirty-four-year-old teacher in Holyoke, Massachusetts, Mrs. Zajac is a no-nonsense veteran of the classroom. She does not allow her fifth-grade students to misbehave, forget to do their homework, or give up without trying their hardest. Underlying her strict exterior is a woman who cares about schoolchildren. Our students admired her dedication and respected her as a good human being, and it took several readings and discussions before they discovered her inadvertent gender bias. Then came the questions: Does Mrs. Zajac work harder teaching boys than girls? Does she know there is sex bias in her classroom?


These questions probably do not occur to most readers of Among Schoolchildren and might jolt both Chris Zajac and the author who so meticulously described the classroom. Here’s how Tracy Kidder begins the story of a year in the life of this New England teacher:




Mrs. Zajac wasn’t born yesterday. She knows you didn’t do your best work on this paper, Clarence. Don’t you remember Mrs. Zajac saying that if you didn’t do your best, she’d make you do it over? As for you, Claude, God forbid that you should ever need brain surgery. But Mrs. Zajac hopes that if you do, the doctor won’t open up your head and walk off saying he’s almost done, as you said when Mrs. Zajac asked you for your penmanship, which, by the way, looks like who did it and ran. Felipe, the reason you have hiccups is, your mouth is always open and the wind rushes in. You’re in fifth grade now. So, Felipe, put a lock on it. Zip it up. Then go get a drink of water. Mrs. Zajac means business, Robert. The sooner you realize she never said everybody in the room has to do the work except for Robert, the sooner you’ll get along with her. And…Clarence. Mrs. Zajac knows you didn’t try. You don’t just hand in junk to Mrs. Zajac. She’s been teaching an awful lot of years. She didn’t fall off the turnip cart yesterday. She told you she was an old-lady teacher.3





Swiftly, adroitly, Kidder introduces the main characters in the classroom—Clarence, Claude, Felipe, Robert, and back to Clarence, the boy in whom Mrs. Zajac invests most. But where are the girls?


As the students analyzed the book and actually examined whom Mrs. Zajac was speaking to, they saw that page after page she spent time with the boys—disciplining them, struggling to help them understand, teaching them with all the energy and talent she could muster. In contrast, the pages that showed Mrs. Zajac working with girls were few and far between.


When we ask teachers at our workshops why they spend more time helping boys, they say, “Because boys need it more” or “Boys have trouble reading, writing, doing math. They can’t even sit still. They need me more.” In Among Schoolchildren, Chris Zajac feels that way, too. Kidder describes how she allows boys to take her over because she thinks they need her.


Teachers of good intention, such as Chris Zajac, respond to boys and teach them more actively, but their time and attention are not limitless. While the teachers are spending time with boys, the girls are being ignored and shortchanged. The only girl clearly realized in Among Schoolchildren is Judith, a child who is so alert that she has a vast English vocabulary even though her parents speak only Spanish. But while Judith is a girl of brilliant potential, she rarely reaps the benefit of Mrs. Zajac’s active teaching attention. In fact, rather than trouble her teacher and claim time and attention for herself, Judith helps Mrs. Zajac, freeing her to work with the more demanding boys. Mrs. Zajac knows she isn’t giving this talented girl what she needs and deserves: “If only I had more time,” she thinks as she looks at Judith.


On a field trip to Old Sturbridge Village, the children have segregated themselves by sex on the bus, with the boys claiming the back. In a moment of quiet reflection, Mrs. Zajac realizes that in her classroom “the boys rarely give her a chance to spend much time with her girls.” She changes her seat, joins the girls, and sings jump rope songs with them for the remainder of the trip.4


But her time spent with the girls is short-lived—the length of the daylong field trip—and her recognition of the gender gap in time and attention is brief: a paragraph-long flash of understanding in a book of more than three hundred pages. On the whole, Chris Zajac does not invest her talent in girls. But nurturing children is not unlike tending a garden: neglect, even when benign, is withering; time and attention bear fruit. Mrs. Zajac and other caring teachers across the country are unaware of the full impact of uneven treatment. They do not realize the high academic and emotional price many girls pay for being too good.


In our own classroom observations, we have seen many scenes like those described in Among Schoolchildren. In today’s classrooms, bias in school textbooks is often a springboard for sexist classroom discussions.5 Imagine yourself as the teacher in the sixth-grade science class described below. The scenario is based on our observations in a Maryland classroom, but this time we will highlight the gender inequities in the scene to help you spot them.


The teacher begins by writing a list of inventors and their discoveries on the board:








	

Elias Howe



	

sewing machine








	

Robert Fulton



	

steamboat








	

Thomas A. Edison



	

lightbulb








	

James Otis



	

elevator








	

Alexander Graham Bell



	

telephone








	

Cyrus McCormick



	

reaper








	

Eli Whitney



	

cotton gin








	

Orville and Wilbur Wright



	

airplane











A girl raises her hand and asks, “It looks like all the inventors were men. Didn’t women invent anything?”


Possible Responses:




	The teacher smiles, and says, “Great point!” Then the teacher adds several female inventors to the list.


	The teacher explains how new scholarship recognizes the role of scores of women inventors who have been overlooked. (If the name Eli Whitney sparks cotton gin in your mind, you need to learn more about Catherine Littlefield Greene.)


	The teacher explains the social and economic constraints on women in past eras. He describes how social conventions had inhibited women from obtaining patents in their own names.


	The teacher jumps on this “teachable moment” and explains how textbook authors use the word inventor when they should use patent holder. The truth is we may never know how many female (or black or other) inventors are excluded from the pages of our history books because they did not hold the patents.





Actual Response:


The teacher grins, winks, and says, “Sweetheart, don’t worry about it. It’s the same with famous writers and painters. Men create and women inspire.” Several boys laugh. A few clown around by flexing their muscles as they exclaim, “Yes!” One girl rolls her eyes toward the ceiling and shakes her head in disgust. The incident lasts less than a minute, and the discussion of male inventors, many of whom will become questions on the all-important test, continues.


We sometimes ask our college students to list twenty famous women from American history. There are only a few restrictions. They cannot include figures from sports or entertainment. Presidents’ wives are not allowed unless they are clearly famous in their own right. Most students cannot do it. Many struggle to name ten. (How many can you name?) The seeds of this ignorance are sown in our earliest years of schooling.


In the 1970s, researchers analyzed the most common school history textbooks. They discovered a biological oddity: male pregnancy and birth, and no women involved.6 Founding fathers were everywhere; founding mothers were nowhere in sight. In one text, more space was given to the six-shooter than to the women’s suffrage movement. In fact, the typical history text gave only two sentences to the political movement that enfranchised half the population. Change is slow. In a popular history text published in 2005, there were eight full-page biographies of men, and only one female biography. (If you are wondering, it was Anne Hutchinson’s fight for religious freedom in Colonial America that was included.) Not that the stories of women who made a difference are lost. Their stories are accessible. For example, a year earlier, in 2004, television commentator Cokie Roberts had written a bestseller, appropriately titled Founding Mothers. Her stories of Colonial women who fought for and created this nation can be found in most bookstores, but these stories are still missing from school texts.7


Science and math texts continue the narrative of a one-gender world. For example, a study of elementary mathematics software in the 1990s found that things were not much better than the 1970s, when Madame Curie was pictured standing behind her husband, peering over his shoulder as he looked into a microscope.8 In mathematics software, only 12 percent of the characters were female, and careers were marked by gender stereotyping.9


At our workshops we ask teachers and parents to tell or write about any sexism they have seen in their schools. We have been collecting their stories for years.10 A Utah teacher told us: “Last year I had my U.S. history classes write biographies about famous Americans. When I collected all one hundred and fifty, I was dismayed to find only five on women. When I asked my kids why, they said they didn’t know any famous women. When I examined their textbook more closely, I saw there were few females in it. And there were even fewer books on famous American women in our school library.”


Teachers add to textbook bias when they produce sexist materials of their own. One parent described her continuing efforts to stop a teacher-made worksheet that perpetuated stereotypes:




A few years ago my daughter came home upset over her grade. When I looked at her paper, I got more angry than she was. At the top of the worksheet were the faces of a man and a woman. At the bottom were different objects—nails, a saw, a sewing needle, thread, a hammer, a screwdriver, a broom. The directions said to draw a line from the man to the objects that belong to him and a line from the woman to the objects that go with her. In our house my husband does the cooking and I do the repair work, so you can imagine what the lines on my daughter’s paper looked like. There was a huge red F in the middle of her worksheet. I called the teacher right away. She was very understanding and assured me the F wouldn’t count. A small victory, I thought, and forgot about it.


This year my son is in her class. Guess what he brought home last week. Same worksheet—same F. Nothing had changed at all.





When children do not see girls and women in the pages of textbooks and teachers do not point out or confront the omissions, our daughters and our sons learn that to be female is to be an absent partner in the development of our nation. Teachers can do a great deal to neutralize omissions or even stereotypes, but too often they were never taught about women’s experiences themselves.


In a 1992 survey in Glamour, 74 percent of those responding said that they had “a teacher who was biased against females or paid more attention to the boys.” Math class was selected as the place where inequities were most likely to occur. Fifty-eight percent picked math as the most sexist subject. Physical education was second, and science came in third, selected by 47 percent of the respondents.11 By 2000, researchers found little had changed: almost three out of four male teachers believed that boys were more interested and more talented than girls in computer technology.12 Most primary and secondary teachers believed males to be more competent in mathematics.13


A study of high school STEM classes (science, technology, engineering, and math) demonstrated how teacher assumptions can play out in the classroom. In one computer science class, boys made comments about girls and their bodies, appearance, and competence. The male teacher did nothing to stop the harassment. In the same class, a girl asked why the teacher always used football examples for assignments. Instead of varying his examples, the teacher told the girl that she could choose another topic if she wanted. The boys in the class laughed and suggested that the girl “do it on sewing.” Again, the teacher did nothing. Not surprisingly, female enrollment in these advanced computer science classes continued to fall.14 The Chronicle of Higher Education described another high school class where the boys repeatedly told one of two girls in the class that she was not good at programming. “One of the guys I grew up with and was in all of the classes with told me that, scientifically, girls were not programmed to do math like guys could,” she said. “And I believed him.”15 Girls and women are more likely than males to internalize such criticism and biased comments.16


Sometimes a school staff allows humiliating comments and sexist behaviors in the school:




The New England high school was having an assembly during the last period on Friday, and the auditorium was packed with more than a thousand students, who were restless as they listened to announcements. A heavy, awkward tenth grader made her way across the stage to reach the microphone located in the center. As she walked, several male students made loud barking noises to signify she was a dog. Others oinked like pigs. Later a slender, long-haired senior walked to the mike; she was greeted by catcalls and whistles. Nobody attempted to stop the demeaning and hurtful public evaluation of the appearance of these teenage girls.





Too many teachers look the other way, shrug their shoulders, and mumble “boys will be boys” during such events. Sexually denigrating comments, even pinching, touching, and propositioning, have become part of the fabric of classroom life. Sensitive and insecure about their appearance, some girls are intimidated into silence. Many girls don’t even realize they have a right to protest. And when they muster the courage to bring sexual harassment in school into the open, their bravery is rarely rewarded. Such charges are routinely swept under the rug or even turned against the girl who had the courage to complain. A teacher at a workshop in Indiana told us: “In our school a girl was pinched on the derriere by two boys and verbally harassed. When she reported the incident to the principal, she was told that her dress was inappropriate and that she had asked for it.”


A 2001 study by the American Association of University Women found that girls are not the only targets of such attacks; boys are almost as likely to be sexually harassed. Much of that harassment is in the form of a masculinity test. Boys must act tough, strong, and stoic to survive; avoiding the taint of anything female is essential to male identity (and safety). A feminine boy is a walking target. As one seventh-grade female summed it up: “Some of them are called gay, fags. They get picked on and fight for survival.”17 To survive, many boys choose a path of extreme masculinity. Their macho toughness sparks teachers’ attention. In her 2005 study, Karen found that most students, both girls and boys, believe that teachers overreact to boys. Students accuse teachers of “picking on boys” and witness innocent boys caught and disciplined unfairly. As a seventh-grade middle schooler explains, “Boys joke around too much so teachers pay more attention by disciplining rather than helping them to learn.”18 We have created an amazingly dysfunctional classroom climate: sexual harassment thrives while discipline is seen as unfair.


Intimidating comments and offensive sexual jokes are even more common in college, sometimes becoming part of a classroom discussion. A female faculty member, teaching at a university that was historically all male, described one of the most popular teachers on campus, an economics professor:




He would show slides illustrating an economic theory and insert women in bikinis in the middle “to keep the students interested.” He illustrated different phases of the economic cycle by showing a slide of a woman’s breast and pointed out how far away from the nipple each phase was. When a number of female students complained, the local newspaper supported the professor and criticized the “ultrasensitive coeds.” That semester the university gave the professor the Teacher of the Year award.





Although sexually harassing remarks, stories, and jokes occur in classrooms, female silence is a typical response. During the Sadkers’ two-year study of colleges, raters found that girls grew quieter as they grew older. In coeducational classes, college women are even less likely to participate in discussions than elementary and secondary school girls. In the typical college classroom, 45 percent of students do not speak; the majority of these voiceless students are women.19


THE COSTS OF ENTITLEMENT


When adolescent boys and girls were asked what it would be like to be born a member of the other sex, how do you think they responded? As you might suspect, girls saw some enticing possibilities if they were born male: wealth, strength, political power, and athleticism. Boys were repulsed at even the idea of being born a female, or living in a female body, or facing female life choices. A significant percentage of the boys said they would kill themselves, that they would rather be dead than female. Male entitlements are obvious even to children.20


While most teachers would disapprove of gender inequities and male entitlement, they are unaware of how their own teaching patterns contribute to the problem. Because teachers mean no harm, they believe they cause none, but their interactions can accentuate gender differences. Teachers talk less to girls, question them less, praise, probe, clarify, and correct them less. Female students accept the leftovers of teacher time and attention, and morsels of amorphous feedback. As a result, most girls learn to mind themselves, stay out of mischief, and settle for a quiet role in the classroom. Girls quickly learn to smile, work quietly, be neat, defer to boys, and talk only when spoken to. The school curriculum reinforces lessons of female docility with womanless histories, male-oriented science and math classes, and school sports programs that create heroes of male athletes. Girls even feel at risk in their schools, avoiding certain hallways or stairwells if at all possible. Little wonder that so many girls lose their voice, confidence, and ambition, a problem likely to haunt them in adulthood.


Boys, even those who struggle in school, recognize that while they may not be tomorrow’s power players, they are still better off than the girls. Whether it is on the athletic field, in a classroom discussion, or in the principal’s office, boys are expected to compete and win, or be tough and “take it” if they do not. Teachers understand that to manage their classes, they must manage the boys. So teachers direct more questions at boys to keep them on task. Teachers roam the classroom, positioning themselves nearer boys to keep an eye on their behavior, and at the same time, check the quality of their work. If necessary, the teacher can reseat students to separate boys, or move them up front where they can be closely monitored. Teachers get it; controlling boys keeps the classroom orderly. But in the process, boys are given more public attention and active instruction.


Not all boys thrive in the public spotlight of control and competition. For the artistic boy, the unathletic boy, the quiet boy, the rambunctious boy, life can be difficult. For the feminine or gay boy, school life can be near impossible. For good reasons or bad ones, boys live in the spotlight of attention, expectation, and restraint. Most boys survive, a few even thrive, but others find the glare too bright and drop out of school.


Even those boys who seem to do well in this environment may only be delaying the day of reckoning. The high school or college star athlete with dreams of glory in professional sports will eventually discover that only a tiny fraction of such athletes make it to the pros. Boys with visions of future wealth will likely see their dreams dissolve into middle-class lives. Boys voted “most likely to succeed” may one day settle for a brass ring rather than a gold one. The dreams we encourage boys to dream are self-centered and materialistic. Few boys are encouraged to focus on the joy of parenting, to fully appreciate loving relationships, to find meaningful work that satisfies their hearts rather than just their wallets, or simply to delight in life’s everyday joys and gifts. In the end, the traditional male gender role is often shallow and unfulfilling, even for the winners.


In 2008, two new books were flying off bookstore shelves: The Dangerous Book for Boys and The Daring Book for Girls. Offering nostalgic trips to an earlier, simpler life, the books taught parents and children old-fashioned pastimes, such as Dutch jump rope and building racing go-carts, attractive alternatives to sedentary video games. But the books were more than nostalgia; they also told a gender tale. The turquoise-covered Daring Book for Girls encouraged girls to explore their world, all of their world, from changing tires to weaving a daisy chain. Girls were encouraged to read about the male hero in Robinson Crusoe as well as the female hero in Island of the Blue Dolphins. They were learning about all kinds of possibilities. Not so the boys. The bright red cover of The Dangerous Book for Boys included many exciting and even dangerous activities, but one activity was evidently too dangerous: learning about girls. The boys’ book did not feature the breadth and variety of the girls’ book. There were war stories to read, hunting to try, and bows and arrows to make. Boys were learning that being male (circa 1950s—or is it 1850s?) was all they needed to know. The Dangerous Book for Boys reminds us not only of the persistence and pervasiveness of sexism, but that male entitlements come with a cost.21




Author and attorney Riane Eisler argues that male entitlements put all of society in danger. She notes that our culture revolves around historical male priorities such as violence, which occupies local news stories, international events, and too many daily interactions. Traditional female values such as nonviolence, caring for one another, nurturing children, and helping those in need become devalued. The struggle for our future, she believes, is between those trying to maintain a system of male domination, and those working toward a new system, one she calls “partnership,” which recognizes the values and contributions of women.22 She offers as examples countries like Sweden, Finland, and Norway, where caring is more valued, the status of women higher, and the quality of life better. Perhaps if we want males and females to value fairness and justice for others, we must create schools in which they experience justice—in their classes, relationships, school experiences, and outcomes.23


THE COST OF SEXISM


In the past decades, we have seen great progress in battling sexism. Women now have access to virtually all colleges and are taking full advantage of that opportunity. The majority of college students, the presidents of several prestigious Ivy League universities, and about half the enrollment of medical and law schools are female. Today, boys are making impressive progress as well. More boys are scoring higher on standardized tests, taking advanced placement exams, graduating from high school, and going on to college than ever before. (However, for poorer and minority boys and girls, the situation is less encouraging.) Given these gains, it is not surprising that some believe that gender bias in school is no longer a problem, simply a relic of a bygone era. That is a false sense of confidence. Here are just a few of the gender challenges that we face today:




	
Boys and Schools: Poor school achievement, overdiagnosis and referral to special educational services, athletic overinjury, bullying, peer harassment, disciplinary problems, and violence remain common school problems plaguing boys. Some now use the term “boys’ crisis” to refer to this issue, but it is not a new crisis. Poor boys and boys of color especially continue to struggle in school. Many believe that the socialization of boys sets the stage for this conflict.24



	
Girls and Schools: Gender socialization may explain in part why girls appear to do so well in school. Girls receive higher report card grades, have fewer disciplinary problems, and are more likely than boys to become valedictorians and go on to college. But the purpose of school is less clear. In 2006, over a third of students in grades three through twelve reported “people think that the most important thing for girls is to get married and have children.”25



	
Test Scores: In the early years, girls are ahead of or equal to boys on most standardized measures of achievement. By the time they graduate from high school or college, they have fallen behind boys on high-stakes tests such as the SAT, ACT, MCAT, LSAT, and GRE, all the key exams needed to gain entrance (and scholarships) to the most prestigious colleges and graduate schools.26



	
Instruction: Perhaps one reason why female test scores tumble is that from elementary school through higher education, female students receive less active classroom instruction, both in the quantity and in the quality of teacher time and attention. Female grades may be less a sign of academic gifts than a reward for following the rules, being quiet, and conforming to school norms.27



	
Anti-Achievement Attitudes: Boys often view reading and writing as “feminine” subjects that threaten their masculinity. Many boys, especially minority and poor boys, view school as irrelevant to their futures.28



	
Sexual Harassment: Incidents of school-based sexual harassment are now reported with alarming frequency, with nearly nine in ten students (85 percent) reporting that students harass other students at their school, and almost 40 percent of students reporting that school employees sexually harass as well. Some are surprised to learn that boys are the targets of such harassment almost as frequently as girls.29



	
Self-Esteem: As girls go through school, their self-esteem plummets, and the danger of depression increases. Eating disorders among females in schools and colleges are rampant and increasing, and some boys are beginning to display body image issues, including dieting and steroid abuse.30



	
College: Men had been the majority of college students from the Colonial period to the early 1980s. Today women are the majority, but put into perspective, there is a higher percentage of both women and men attending college today than ever before. It is revealing to note that women who graduate from highly selective colleges earn less than men from those colleges, but about the same as men from minimally selective colleges.31



	
Earnings: Women also earn less at every level of education. In 2005, the median annual earnings of a female high school graduate were at least 34 percent less than that of her male counterpart. The median annual earnings of a woman with a bachelor’s degree were almost 31 percent (or $15,911) less than that of a similarly qualified man; and a woman with a master’s degree earned 32 percent (or $21,374) less than a man with a master’s degree. The median annual earnings for a woman with a professional degree were $65,941 while men earned over $100,000. A woman with a doctoral degree earned at least 29 percent (or $22,824) less than a similarly qualified man. Women who work full-time and year-round earn on the average 77 cents for every dollar men earn. For African-American women, the figure is 72 cents, for Latinas, 58 cents, and for Asian Americans, 87 cents. When we consider all women, including those who work part-time or have taken time off to have children, the figure is 34 cents.32



	
Careers: Many careers are hypersegregated by gender. In 2006, 91 percent of registered nurses, 82 percent of all elementary and middle school teachers, and 98 percent of all preschool and kindergarten teachers were women. In comparison, only 12 percent of all civil engineers, 8 percent of electrical and electronics engineers, and 2 percent of all aircraft pilots and flight engineers were female.33



	
Child Care and Women: The availability or lack of affordable child care has a large impact on a family’s income, and on a woman’s ability to work. Child-care responsibilities continue to fall disproportionately on women. Estimates of child-care costs for two children in the United States could be as much as 37 percent of a single parent’s income. Even for two-parent families of all income brackets, child care tends to be the second-largest household expenditure.34



	
Changing Family Earning Patterns: The familiar family structure of a husband wage earner and a wife as a stay-at-home nonworker characterized 66 percent of families in the 1940s and ’50s. By 2005, it described only 19 percent of families.35



	
Politics: Women’s representation in legislative bodies around the world puts America’s democratic principles to the test. While almost half of Sweden’s and Rwanda’s legislators are women, in the United States the figure is under 17 percent, putting us ahead of Turkmenistan but trailing Zimbabwe.36










SUCCEEDING AT FAIRNESS: SUGGESTIONS FOR STUDENTS, PARENTS, AND TEACHERS


We conclude each chapter with a section titled: “Succeeding at Fairness.” Here we offer suggestions and activities for children, parents, and teachers to create a more equitable and humane childhood. We also recommend some books and online resources. Here are a few ideas for beginning to explore gender issues in and beyond school.




	Observe people interacting in business or social settings. What gender differences do you note in their words, their topics, and their behaviors? Who is talking more? Who asks more questions? What adjectives are being used to describe males and females? How would you compare body language? How do such gender differences reinforce cultural stereotypes?


	Now do the same thing in a school setting. Observe how adults talk to and treat students. What gender differences do you detect?


	Now for the biggest challenge: Observe your own family and friends. What gender differences can you see in how males and females are treated? Perhaps an example might help. The Sadkers once watched two moms in the park as their children, a son and a daughter, learned to ride two-wheelers. Inevitably, each took turns falling. When the girl tumbled, the mom ran to her and in a sweet voice explained, “It’s all right dear.” She carefully brushed off the girl’s knees and clothes, and gave her a hug. When the boy went down, the mother yelled, “That’s okay, try again.” There was no running, no brushing off, and no hug. One child was learning dependence and perhaps compassion, and the other independence and suppressing feeling, although neither mother seemed to note the gender training taking place.


	Walk down the hallway of a school building. Look at the displays, the exhibits, the athletic trophies and other awards, the lists of students doing well or poorly. What gender lessons are being taught to the students who every day travel those halls? Are there any indications that the school is making an effort to break down traditional gender roles?


	Parents and teachers can visit the library and check out nonsexist books to read to their children, or older students can check them out themselves. Librarians are a great source of information for such books for both boys and girls. When children are a bit older, there are some fine nonsexist Newbery Award winners that the librarian can help recommend. As a related suggestion, there are magazine subscriptions that adults can purchase in a child’s name. New Moonis a fine magazine for preteen girls. Science and math periodicals for young girls or short story collections and literary magazines for young boys can also widen gender options. Here, too, the librarian can be a big help.


	Check out Title IX. This is the federal law that protects girls and boys, teachers and staff from sex bias in school. Unfortunately, few teachers or parents are aware of these protections, or how to get help if there are violations. Visit www.titleix.info/ or the National Women’s Law Center (www.nwlc.org) online for information, activities, and suggestions. You might want to meet your school district’s Title IX liaison. If they don’t have one, they are already in violation and need to appoint someone.


	Sexist practices can begin at nursery school (and often do) and continue through graduate school. Parents, teachers, and friends should discuss school life to make certain that discrimination is not occurring.


	Clothing and toys purchased for young children send messages about what society says is “okay” for them to do. So when girls have rough-and-tumble clothes and are encouraged to engage in all kinds of physical activities, and when boys are encouraged to paint or read or care for younger siblings, parents and teachers are encouraging them to go beyond traditional notions of gender. Our society often emphasizes differences—among cultures, races, and genders. It is helpful for adults to find similarities among groups, those characteristics that define us all as part of humanity, and to share those similarities with children. As John F. Kennedy put it when talking about the dispute between communism and the West, “For in the final analysis, our most basic common link is that we all inhabit this small planet. We all breathe the same air. We all cherish our children’s futures. And we are all mortal.” Sharing our commonalities while not denying what makes us individuals may prove more helpful and truthful than dividing us by skin color, language, or gender.


	Visit the website listed at the end of the chapter to track gender issues in school, in society, and in other nations. Adults can explore with youngsters why such problems and bias persist in our culture.





Resources


The Real Wealth of Nations: Creating a Caring Economics, by Riane Tennenhaus Eisler Discusses the impact of female values versus traditional male values on public policy and the quality of citizens’ lives.


Backlash: The Undeclared War Against American Women, by Susan Faludi While this book is no longer new, it still offers a highly engaging account of the backlash against the women’s movement. It may be the perfect time for a new generation to learn about this chapter of history.


Boys Will Be Boys: Breaking the Link Between Masculinity and Violence, by Myriam Miedzian


 This book will help boys to see how the culture sends them messages of what is acceptable and unacceptable behavior.


 


For additional resources, see Still Failing at Fairness’s page on www.simonandschuster.com.


















CHAPTER 2


Opening the Schoolhouse Door







Although a woman donated the plot of ground for a free school in New England, girls were forbidden to attend. In 1647, the town council of Farmington, Connecticut, voted money for a school “where all children shall learn to read and write English.” However, the council quickly qualified this statement by explaining that “all children” meant “all males.” Wealthy, white boys were the focus of America’s schools for hundreds of years. Poor, female, and darker-skinned children were for the most part blocked at the schoolhouse door. Colonial Americans were, as a society, suspicious of educating these groups. Community leaders felt that educated women in particular “posed a danger to the social order and even to their own sanity.”1


Education in this country took root slowly, and was informal, practical, and limited. Homeschooling was often the only option, and young boys and girls were taught lessons in reading, values, manners, social graces, and vocational skills. Sometimes, one home became a center of school activities. Led by a well-respected woman (or dame), this was called a “dame school.” While both boys and girls were educated in dame schools, their educations were quite different. Girls were taught basic homemaking skills, while boys received a stronger emphasis on academics, including writing and arithmetic. Beyond the dame school, education was essentially a white male monopoly. Viewed as mentally and morally inferior, girls and women were relegated to learning only domestic skills, though they hungered for more.


While formal histories say little, letters and diaries hint of women’s desire for learning and the lack of opportunity to fulfill that desire. In the early 1700s a Virginia girl wrote to her brother, who had been sent to England to study: “I find you have got the start of me learning very much, for you write better already than I expect to do as long as I live.”2 The parents of another Virginia girl, Mary Ball, searched to find a tutor for their able daughter. After four years they finally found a minister who agreed to live in their home and teach young Mary, the woman who would later give birth to George Washington.


But these were the lucky girls. Most received little or no formal education. Documents reveal that only 30 percent of women in Colonial America could even sign their names.3 While the school door was closed, the house door was wide open. The home, serving as the girl’s classroom, was where she learned the practical domestic skills for her inevitable role as wife and mother—inevitable, that is, as long as Providence took a hand and a mate was found. And, in Colonial America, there were ways to assist Providence. To attract suitors a girl needed a graceful carriage and erect posture. Special chairs complete with harnesses, stocks, and rigid backs were designed to align properly the female backbone. Committed to attaining that desirable graceful and erect carriage, girls were strapped into these chairs for hours. Unable to move—and usually unable to read—they just sat. A popular gift item, the restraining chair served as a harbinger of the restricted adult life to come.4


But by the late 1700s, new ideas were brewing. Some public schools actually opened their doors to girls, but with severe restrictions. In 1767 a school in Providence, Rhode Island, advertised that it would teach both reading and writing to female children. The small print noted the hours of instruction: from six to seven-thirty in the morning and from four to six-thirty in the afternoon. Each female student was charged a hefty sum for this inconveniently timed education. By fitting girls’ education around the boys’ regular hours, the teachers acquired needed additional income. Other elementary schools provided winter instruction for boys and allowed the girls to attend in the summer, an off-season education at a discount rate. Thus, slowly, as the concept of democracy was taking root, so was the notion that girls as well as boys should receive an education.5


REVOLUTIONARY IDEAS


The new democracy enlarged the European view of women, for while a woman’s place was still in the home, in America her role took on new dimensions. In those revolutionary times she was to nurture her children’s intellectual development. America’s mothers were the nation’s first teachers, and it didn’t take long for people to realize that before a woman could enlighten children, she had to be enlightened herself.




The current debate over “school choice” would pale in comparison to the entrepreneurial array of schools that flourished in America’s early years. Some schools began to open their doors to girls, at least those whose parents were able and willing to pay. Noted educator Benjamin Rush created the Young Ladies’ Academy in Philadelphia to transform girls into strong and intellectually able mothers. Religious orders spread their educational philosophies in girls’ schools built by Quakers, Moravians, and Catholics.


It was not until the first half of the nineteenth century that the ideas of a formal education for all girls and boys took root. Horace Mann, secretary of education for Massachusetts, became the nation’s leading advocate for the “common school”—today’s public elementary school—where Americans of all backgrounds could attend a public school supported not by charging fees but by tax dollars. Poor, middle-class, and wealthy children of all races would all receive a “common education,” an experience necessary to build a united nation.6


By the first half of the nineteenth century, some communities in Massachusetts began to experiment with the radical concept of high school education for girls. A high school for boys had already been established in Boston, and in the late 1820s the public demanded one for girls, too. But city leaders underestimated the interest, and there were far more applicants than spaces available. Three out of four girls were turned away. Facing growing public unrest, Boston’s mayor had to explain why 75 percent of the girls applying could not attend high school, and he came up with a brilliant but painful solution: disappointing everyone equally, he played no favorites and closed the high school. Girls who thirsted for more education would have to wait until after the election; with the mayor’s defeat, their high school was finally reopened.7


While large cities struggled to establish separate high schools, smaller communities could not afford to build one high school for boys and another for girls. With true American ingenuity, towns and rural communities built one high school and then pretended that they had built two. Entering by separate doors, boys and girls went directly to their assigned single-sex area. Sometimes they went to different floors, or boys went to one side of the building and girls to the other. Frequently the girls were taught by women and the boys by men, so they continued to learn in their own sex-segregated worlds. But they were in the same school building at the same time—a revolutionary development!


These “mixed” schools, as they were called, stirred emotional debate. Critics worried that boys and girls learning together in one place would have dire consequences. Such a combustible mix, they warned, required close supervision. These worries only increased as, over several decades, “mixed” schools became “mixed” classrooms. Opponents to this burgeoning coeducation charged that boys and girls were headed for different destinies, and they should be educated separately for their distinct life paths. Offering girls and boys identical lessons would do little to encourage womanly interest and skill in domestic activities. Critics also predicted that the tough academic exchanges and standards of all-male classroom discussion would soften in deference to females and that schools would be feminized.


Advocates of coeducation argued that the presence of girls would refine boys’ rough behavior and that these mixed schools and classrooms would develop better-educated females who, when they became mothers, could teach their own children more effectively. But the winning argument was economic: separate schools and programs for boys and girls were simply too costly, and taxpayers proved unwilling to pay the bill. By 1900, 98 percent of high schools were coeducational, and coeducation was all but universal in American elementary and secondary public schools.8


Some families rejected coeducation, however. For them the seminary became the school of choice.


MORALS, MIND, MANNERS, AND MOTHERHOOD


If the word seminary conjures up images of an austere, cloistered, and religious world, you are not far off at all. Historians have summarized seminary curriculum as “the three M’s: morals, mind, and manners.” These institutions provided protected educational environments, safe havens for high-school-age girls to learn to become fit companions for their husbands, the first teachers of their children, and the moral and spiritual cornerstone of the family. These seminaries were dedicated to the tricky proposition of expanding women’s educational options while keeping their role in life limited.


To the three M’s of seminary education we could add a fourth: motherhood. In 1821, when Emma Willard was struggling to establish the Troy Female Seminary, she wooed adherents and financial backers with her claim to “professionalize motherhood”: “O how immensely important is this work of preparing the daughters of the land to be good mothers.”9 Her tactics were effective, and she built her seminary. After all, who would not support motherhood?




In her seminary, Willard raised domesticity to a science. Willard explained to New York’s governor, DeWitt Clinton, “It is believed that housewifing might be greatly improved by being taught not only in practice but in theory.”10 Girls in seminaries learned the secrets of managing homes to make them healthier and more efficient.


For many of these schools, the spiritual and moral development of their students was paramount. This relationship helped formal schooling for girls gain legitimacy, for if females’ knowledge was tied (and mostly constrained) to the Bible, then the knowledge would not be so dangerous; few educators wanted children to question the curriculum, and even fewer wanted women to investigate the lots in which their sex was cast.11 In this tradition, Mary Lyon established Mount Holyoke Female Seminary in 1837, organizing it around her evangelical beliefs. Students lived and studied in one building along with their instructors, who carefully monitored students around the clock. Bells signaled every step the girls took—prayers in the morning, classes during the day, and prayers again in the evening. Self-denial and strict discipline were considered important tools in molding devout wives and moral mothers.


Mount Holyoke provided students with an intellectually challenging program as well, including Latin, mathematics, ancient history, chemistry, and philosophy. Academic offerings of the stronger seminaries compared favorably with those of the first two or even four years of college. Some seminaries were far less impressive, however; they avoided rigorous courses and provided instruction in traditional women’s crafts instead. Some of the strongest and some of the weakest schools in America shared the name “seminary.”


With help from the Quakers and Harriet Beecher Stowe, Myrtilla Miner, a white woman from New York, mounted the first organized effort to provide higher education for black women. As a result, in the 1850s the Miner Normal School for Colored Girls was established in Washington, D.C., with a curriculum that was typical of respected seminaries at the time. Eventually the school’s mission focused on education, and it became Miner Teachers College. In 1881, Sophia Packard and Harriet Giles, two New England missionaries and teachers, brought Bibles and schoolbooks to Atlanta, Georgia, and started the Spelman Female Seminary, whose curriculum emphasized the liberal arts, practical skills, and teacher preparation. Today the former seminary is Spelman College, a highly regarded school for African-American women.12


Although seminaries were intended to prepare a woman for “her own sphere” as wife and mother, they opened up different paths for women to take. At Troy and Mount Holyoke, over 80 percent of the graduates entered teaching. Viewed as an extension of the home, the classroom was another setting in which to raise and guide children, and women were welcome—at least until they decided to marry.


The seminaries undertook teacher education with missionary zeal, creating both innovative and effective teacher training programs. While male graduates of academies and colleges taught by recitation and memorization, seminaries developed more dynamic strategies and stressed reasoning and creativity. Seminary leaders such as Emma Willard and Catharine Beecher wrote textbooks on teaching methods. Seminary graduates promoted student cooperation, avoided corporal punishment, and created more humane classrooms. Female teachers did more than fill a role, they restructured a profession.


Horace Mann was a great supporter of this new breed of teacher. “That woman should be the educator of children I believe to be as much a requirement of nature as that she should be the mother of children.”13 Mann had good reason to validate these recent recruits to the classroom: he desperately needed them. During the first half of the nineteenth century, Mann had initiated the common school movement. The supply of male teachers was insufficient to staff these new public schools, so women were welcomed, especially given the cost factor. Women could be paid significantly less than men. With more of them in the classrooms, school costs and thus taxes could be kept low.


From these humble beginnings there slowly emerged a more professional program for teacher education. In 1823, the Reverend Samuel Hall established a normal school (derived from the French école normale, a school that establishes model standards or norms) in Concord, Vermont. This private school provided elementary school graduates with formal training in teaching skills. Reverend Hall’s modest normal school marked the beginning of teacher education in America. Sixteen years later, in 1839, Horace Mann was instrumental in establishing the first state-supported normal school, in Lexington, Massachusetts. Normal schools typically provided a two-year teacher training program consisting of academic subjects as well as teaching and methodology. Normal schools are not relics of the past. Many of today’s noted universities began as normal schools a century ago.




SPINSTERS, BACHELORS, AND GENDER BARRIERS IN TEACHING


One poignant thread of stories in our nation’s history concerns how gender and sexuality have been used to short-circuit the contributions of both women and men in education. While some teachers have courageously fought such confining social conventions, many others have been victimized. Their stories are worth remembering.


Although today teaching is predominantly a female career, in fact men dominated teaching well into the mid-nineteenth century. Although a few women taught at home in dame schools, the first women to become teachers in regular school settings, earning a public salary, were viewed as gender trespassers, “unsexed” by their ambition, and considered masculine. Concerned by this negative characterization, early feminists such as Catharine Beecher implored female teachers to accentuate their feminine traits, highlight their domestic skills, and continue their preparation for marriage.14 Despite the national reluctance to allow women into the workforce, and despite the perception that teachers should be male, the demand for more and inexpensive teachers made the hiring of women teachers inevitable.


By the early part of the twentieth century, women constituted upwards of 90 percent of teachers. But not all women were equally welcome. School districts preferred “spinsters,” women unmarried and unlikely to marry. Such women would not suffer the dual loyalties inherent in “serving” both husband and employer. Unmarried women were hired so frequently in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that teaching and spinsterhood became synonymous. Cartoonists, authors, and reporters made the spinster schoolteacher a cultural icon. Rooming and boardinghouses, and eventually small apartments, sometimes called teacherages, were built to provide accommodations for this new class of workers. Teaching was gendered “female.”


As women came to dominate teaching, a new concern arose: the fear that female teachers were feminizing boys. There were demands to bring men back to teaching, and to halt the feminization of young schoolboys. President Theodore Roosevelt added a touch of racism to the debate, arguing that since so many white women were choosing teaching over motherhood, they were committing “race suicide,” and the continuance of the white race was in jeopardy.15 School districts responded by actively recruiting male teachers, and male educators carved out their own niches in school systems. Administration, coaching, vocational and certain high school departments, specifically science and math, became male bastions.


For women, teaching meant economic and financial liberation—but at a cost. The dedicated teaching spinsters of the nineteenth century became the object of ridicule in the twentieth century. Women choosing teaching over motherhood were considered unnatural by a mostly male cadre of psychologists, physicians, and authors. Articles and books began to appear early in the twentieth century arguing that being unmarried caused women to be spiteful, hateful, and disgusting. The eminent psychologist G. Stanley Hall wrote an article titled “Certain Degenerative Tendencies among Teachers,” explaining why unmarried women were frustrated, bitter, and otherwise unpleasant. Political opinions parading as research soon appeared claiming that as many as half of all single teachers were lesbians. Stage shows and movies picked up the theme, portraying lesbian relationships in and beyond school settings. But when the Great Depression hit in the 1930s, the idea of hiring wives and creating two-income families was anathema: the scarce jobs were to be funneled to women living alone or to men, the family “breadwinners.” It was not until the end of World War II that most school districts even employed married women.


Men who remained in teaching also paid a price. Conventional wisdom early in the twentieth century held that effeminate men were gay men, and that gay men were naturally drawn to teaching. Worse yet, gay men were considered to be a teaching time bomb, since they would be poor role models for children. All male teachers became suspect, and few were drawn to teaching. School districts avoided hiring men who did not possess a clearly masculine demeanor. (Married men with children were preferred.) The Cold War and the accompanying McCarthy anticommunist scare of the 1950s declared war on liberal ideas and unconventional choices: homosexuality was seen as a threat to America. “There was a list of about twenty-one things that you could be fired for. The first was to be a card-carrying Communist, and the second was to be a homosexual.”16 Single teachers declared their “healthy” heterosexuality, and gay teachers stayed hidden. During this time, the number of married teachers doubled.


Recent years have witnessed a loosening of gender straitjackets, but sex stereotypes, myths, and bigotry against gays continue to restrict and confine both women and men. Men drawn to teaching young children and women seeking leadership roles confront both barriers and social sanctions. Gay and lesbian teachers (and students) frequently endure hurtful comments and discriminatory treatment. As long as these gender and sexual barriers persist, we are all the poorer.


KNOCKING AT THE COLLEGE DOOR


Efforts to break gender barriers in education cast long shadows. Women studying at normal schools and seminaries opened the door to teaching for women. But some women wanted and worked for full educational citizenship. Their efforts were rewarded in Oberlin, Ohio, where the cult of domesticity was brought to the college campus.


Considered a radical, even dangerous place, Oberlin was the first American college to admit both women and men. Then in 1833 this higher education institution became not only a “mixed” college but one that admitted racial minorities as well. In fact, Mary Jane Patterson, the first African-American woman to graduate from college, received her degree from Oberlin in 1862. But along with opportunities there were problems.


Daily practice mocked Oberlin’s lofty ideals; religious and social restrictions were everywhere. Oberlin women experienced a distinctly second-class education; they attended the “Ladies Course,” a sub-college-level program focused on gender-limited options. The ladies were closely supervised and always segregated from the men.


Older than most students who attended Oberlin, Lucy Stone saw more clearly the injustice of the college’s gender restrictions. “Oberlin’s attitude,” she wrote, “was that women’s high calling was to be mothers of the race.” As a result, female students at Oberlin were “washing the men’s clothes, caring for their rooms, serving them at table, listening to their orations, but [were] themselves remaining respectfully silent in public assemblages.”17 Stone was not one to accept this role. Although she found her public voice later and became a noted public speaker for antislavery and women’s rights, she was not allowed to speak at Oberlin. For the graduation ceremony she was awarded the honor of preparing the commencement address. She was elated until she discovered that she was expected to author the speech, not deliver it. A male student would give the oration. She declined the “honor.”


The tension between the liberating effect of education and the restricting nature of sexism soon spread beyond Oberlin’s campus to other battlegrounds. When Kentucky moved to upgrade a female secondary school to a college in 1835, a Massachusetts newspaper thought that the proposed degrees, Mistress of Music, Mistress of Instruction, and the like, were inappropriate. While the “Mistress” title was often used to distinguish female degrees from the bachelor’s degrees awarded men, the newspaper recommended a new genre of titles: the M.P.M. for Mistress of Pudding Making, M.D.N. for Mistress of Darning Needles, and the M.C.S. for Mistress of Common Sense. Honorary degrees included the R.W.H.H., Respectable Wife of a Happy Husband, and M.W.R.F., Mother of a Well-Regulated Family. Underlying this satire was a serious question: Should a woman’s education be expanded beyond that for her role as wife and mother?18


As at the seminaries, women in these small, church-related colleges were closely supervised and were housed and educated separately from the men. Female students did well academically at Oberlin and Antioch, and this added to the pressure to admit them to other colleges, especially the larger, state-supported universities. After all, state universities were funded by state taxes and had a moral obligation to admit all state residents. If moral arguments did not persuade opponents, practical ones did. Few states were financially able to fund a separate state university for women. In addition, female tuition dollars would help pay the bills at the state university. As more than one cost-conscious advocate pointed out, “You can lecture to one hundred students as cheaply as fifty.”


In 1858 three women formally applied to the University of Michigan, one of the largest and most prestigious state universities. Their applications were given national attention. Would the elite University of Michigan become coeducational? A committee formed to decide their fate and wrote to college administrators across the nation for advice. University presidents in the East were united in their opposition. Even Oberlin and Antioch, both already coeducational, warned of the difficulty in monitoring women and maintaining sex-segregated activities. Michigan’s president also voiced his opposition: “Men will lose as women advance, we shall have a community of defeminated women and demasculated men. When we attempt to disturb God’s order, we produce monstrosities.” Finally, the committee reached its decision: the University of Michigan would not enroll women.19


One of the major forces that ultimately opened college doors for women was the Civil War. The loss of male students, casualties of war, created economic pressures for female tuition dollars, so it was not surprising that, in 1870, Michigan finally relented. But even then women were not very welcome. Male students often jeered when females entered class, avoided them on campus, and made their lives difficult. And professors openly ridiculed women. One disgruntled professor stopped his students from removing a dog that had wandered into his class. “The dog is a resident of Michigan,” he said. “Don’t you know that we now recognize the right of every resident of the state to enjoy the privileges afforded the university?”20


Opposition to coeducation continued and intensified across the nation. The University of Rochester’s story is the stuff of reality TV, perhaps called “Education for Ransom.” Women had fought for more than thirty years to open the university’s doors. The trustees finally agreed to admit them, but only if they raised $100,000 within two years to pay for additional classrooms and instructors. It was a combination of Beat the Clock and Dialing for Dollars; by the spring of 1900 they had raised $40,000. With the deadline just a few months away, the trustees reduced the target goal to $50,000. The women struggled and reached $42,000. With only weeks to go, Susan B. Anthony entered the fray. Prior to this she had kept her name out of the crusade to admit women because “feminists” were perceived as radical by many Americans, and she feared her reputation might hurt the cause. But now time was running out. She mounted a brave effort and feverishly drove around Rochester asking friends for contributions. She cashed in her own life insurance policy, a gift for her work in women’s suffrage, and donated it to the cause. In the nick of time, the $50,000 goal was met and women were admitted.


This happy result was changed, however, when the new president voiced his opposition. Encouraged by the official cold shoulder, male students responded by stamping their feet when a woman entered a classroom, physically blocking classroom doors, and by mocking and jeering women whenever they appeared on campus. By 1913 the university’s administration said enough was enough: a separate women’s college was organized, and female students were once again isolated and had fewer educational resources. The men had their university back.


Male educators voiced many different reasons why women should not go to school with men. Some predicted that the brisk give-and-take of classroom debate would be softened in deference to the ladies. Other critics feared the loss of romance, arguing that if men and women learned together, the “mysterious” attraction between the sexes would evaporate. As a result, women would marry late or not at all. (In fact, there is evidence that women who graduated from college did marry later, were more particular in choosing their husbands, and may have avoided uncongenial marriages altogether.)21 But the real reason behind such strong opposition was that education was devalued as women were included. If a woman could do college-level work, then the whole system of higher learning became less prestigious and less exclusive.


IVY LEAGUE SPIN-OFFS


The most elite eastern colleges were slow to jump on the coeducation bandwagon. At prestigious Harvard, an invisible college for women took shape. Professors taught men in Harvard Yard, then walked a few blocks to rented homes where they repeated their lectures to women—for an extra fee, of course. There were no permanent buildings for the women, an arrangement that pleased President Charles W. Eliot, an adamant opponent to their admission. The Harvard professors and their female students became known as the “Annex,” and women who graduated were awarded certificates that indicated they had accomplished academic work equivalent to that of Harvard men.


In 1893 the invisible college finally achieved visibility and was named Radcliffe after a woman who had contributed funds to Harvard in 1641. Two hundred and fifty-two years after the gift, the college was offering a halfhearted thank-you, for women still had only limited access to the university’s impressive resources. After the Harvard library closed each evening, messengers slipped in to obtain books for the Radcliffe women to study. The books had to be returned before the library opened the next morning. Burning the midnight oil was not an expression to be taken lightly at Radcliffe.


Although not equal partners, Radcliffe at Harvard and the newly opened Barnard at Columbia represented progress. In these “coordinate colleges” women moved closer to acceptance in America’s most prestigious institutions. But at other colleges, such as Tufts, the coordinate college was actually a step back. Women had been admitted to Tufts in 1892; at the same time, enrollment dropped. The college president identified the admission of women as the cause. “The future of the academic department of Tufts College as a man’s college depends upon the immediate segregation of the women into a separate department or college,” he proclaimed. “I regard this as the most pressing education problem we have before us…. I have no doubt that a failure to solve it would involve imminent disaster to the College of Liberal Arts.”22 To avoid “disaster,” Jackson College was founded in 1910, and women were removed from the Tufts campus. Resegregation occurred at other colleges, such as Brown and Pembroke. Wesleyan took more drastic measures: in 1912 the college reversed its open-door policy but did not segregate women; it barred them from attending at all.


A COLLEGE OF HER OWN


Frustrated with the struggle to receive equal education at the existing universities, some women and men envisioned a bold alternative. These visionaries did not want a breakaway branch of a male university, a less-than-equal education in a coeducational institution, or even a “near” college experience at some of the more rigorous female seminaries. They wanted “to build and endow a college for young women which shall be to them what Yale and Harvard are to young men.” While still a radical idea in the 1850s, it was not new. Two centuries earlier, in the year that Harvard was founded, Lucy Downing had shared her vision of education for women with Massachusetts governor John Winthrop: “I would build far off from men a college like a man’s,” she wrote. “And I would teach them all that men are taught.”23


In 1855, Matthew Vassar’s search for a way to immortalize himself resulted in the advancement of Lucy Downing’s visionary idea. Impressed with the beautiful hospitals he had seen in Europe, Vassar decided to build one here in America that would be a lasting monument to his achievements. All this changed when his friend Milo Jewett convinced him that a great hospital in the small town of Poughkeepsie, New York, would be mostly unused, a waste of Vassar’s hard-earned brewery fortune. Jewett suggested that Vassar build the first “real” college for women, one with ample resources, qualified faculty, and an endowment. Vassar became convinced that a women’s college would be an appropriate legacy—unique, necessary, and “more lasting than the Pyramids.”24 And so Vassar College was established.


As the college grew, so did its founder’s commitment to education for women. When Vassar College opened in 1865, critics might have accused it of having a patronizing form of government, similar to that of the female seminaries, complete with bells, prayers, and monitors. But there was nothing condescending about the curriculum, which was undoubtedly at college level. Most of the early students were not prepared for this degree of rigor. Two-thirds arrived without the necessary academic background, and they were redirected to the preparatory department where they enrolled in high-school-level prerequisites.




Wellesley was founded by Henry Fowle Durant, a successful Boston lawyer whose life changed when his young son died. Durant turned to religion, became an evangelical Christian, and sought a vehicle to spread his beliefs. As a great supporter of the Mount Holyoke seminary, Durant decided to invest his fortune in building a similar religious women’s college on his magnificent country estate near Boston. He believed in the power and competence of women and appointed them not only as trustees of the new school but as the entire faculty, a courageous move at that time and, many believed, unworkable. He launched a recruiting expedition and hired women graduates from Mount Holyoke, Oberlin, Vassar, and the recently coeducational University of Michigan. Still, Durant could not fill the thirty faculty positions. Devising his own affirmative action plan, one that was more effective than many of today’s attempts, Durant identified intellectually talented women who had not received an official college education and paid their way for additional schooling. When they completed their studies, they joined the Wellesley faculty.


Smith College was established in another part of Massachusetts in September 1875; it was the first women’s college endowed by a woman. Sophia Smith had inherited a large fortune and turned to her pastor for advice. John Greene suggested that she establish a college for women, but one that differed dramatically from the seminary model.


At the time Smith College was planned, large institutional buildings were being criticized as sources of physical and mental stress, so Smith was developed as a college of small, intimate cottages. Also, John Greene, Sophia Smith’s adviser, feared the dangerous ideas that might result from so many women confined in a large building. He worried that these isolated structures would encourage rejection of social norms and roles, or even worse. Such fears were described in 1884 by J. G. Holland, an editor at Scribners: “No consideration would induce us to place a young woman—daughter or ward—in a college which would shut her away from all family life for a period of four years. The system is unnatural, and not one young woman in ten can be subjected to it without injury.”25


Holland feared that the seminary model, while it might protect young women from men, left them vulnerable to the advances of other women. Sophia Smith chose to avoid these potential “hot beds” by building smaller cottages, supervised by adults, to better reflect a natural family environment. Contact with the townspeople would also dissuade the students from developing radical notions and visionary ideas. But visionary ideas are difficult to contain, as M. Carey Thomas would show.




Among the first women to graduate from Cornell University, in 1877, Thomas was ahead of her time. She was accepted, reluctantly, by the graduate school of Johns Hopkins, but she was barred from attending seminars. After Hopkins, she set sail for Germany, where she spent three years earning her doctorate. When she heard about plans to create Bryn Mawr, she wrote letters promoting herself as the president of the new college. She might have seemed the perfect candidate for the Quaker College for Women: she was a Quaker woman returning from Europe with her new doctorate and was the daughter, niece, and cousin of various members of the board of trustees. But being an inexperienced administrator, a woman, and something less than a devout Quaker all worked against her. Instead, she was selected as dean and a faculty member. Several years later, when the male president died, the board saw the wisdom of her arguments, and she became more than president: she was the force that shaped Bryn Mawr.


The quality of the faculty at Wellesley, Smith, and Vassar fell far short of Thomas’s expectations. At Bryn Mawr she envisioned a women’s college with the standards, curriculum, and scholarship of Johns Hopkins. She recruited a largely male faculty that had been newly trained in German universities and were dedicated to academic excellence. By 1885, Bryn Mawr’s faculty was comprised of highly promising scholars, including Woodrow Wilson. Promising students were also valued. Applicants who did not pass the strict entrance requirements and examinations were not accepted. Bryn Mawr’s standards would not be diluted by enrolling students in a high-school-level preparation program as Vassar had done.


Carey Thomas rejected not only inferior academic standards but inferior life standards for women. She broke with the Victorian notion of a woman’s sphere; Bryn Mawr women did not perform domestic chores. They wore caps and gowns to class, as did male scholars at that time. Protective buildings, guardians, and monitoring were abandoned. Bryn Mawr students enjoyed privacy and lived in buildings similar to the quadrangle design of many men’s campuses.


The Seven Sisters—Smith, Mount Holyoke, Wellesley, Vassar, Barnard, Radcliffe, and Bryn Mawr—were founded to transform young women, but over time they themselves were transformed. Students created their own clubs, organizations, and traditions. Evangelical fervor and religious conformity were replaced by diversity of opinion and culture. Faculty members discovered their own voice as well. They refused to serve as the eyes and spies of the administration, constantly supervising student behavior. Increasingly they recognized and confronted their own exploitation. Vassar’s distinguished astronomer, Maria Mitchell, felt the pain of sexism when the college president asked for a list of faculty publications but sent the request to male instructors only. Female faculty at women’s colleges were systematically paid less than males, were housed in more modest living quarters, and sometimes were even barred from participating in faculty meetings. At Smith, women faculty members of all ranks were called teachers; men were called professors. This treatment in colleges dedicated to women’s advancement became a painful public reminder of the continuing inequality between women and men.


Despite this sexism, the influence of these colleges was enormous. A critical mass of educated women had been brought together to learn about their world, but many of them did not like what they saw. Women’s colleges, so focused at their inception, were spinning off in new directions, unleashing forces unimagined by their original founders.


CHOICE: OVARIES OR ALGEBRA?


By the second half of the nineteenth century, education for girls and women had undergone a revolution. Beyond the campus, a national women’s movement gained momentum; its agenda included political rights, social reforms, and economic equity. More and more women entered the labor market. Much like the 1970s, the 1870s marked tremendous progress for women and a period of conservative backlash followed.


Nineteenth-century women had proven themselves in the formerly forbidden realm of higher education. Several colleges reported that they earned higher grades than men. Since women were succeeding academically, concern about their intellectual inadequacies almost disappeared.


Some women knocked on the doors of the professional schools. Julia Ward Howe, the well-known social reformer, looked beyond college education to professional and graduate studies as “the keystone to the arch of women’s liberty.”26 But opposition to women in the professions was fierce. The medical profession offered especially stiff resistance.


Although Elizabeth Blackwell worked as a teacher for years to support herself, she had always dreamed of becoming a doctor. The fact that no woman had ever attended a medical school did not deter her from applying. As she anticipated, the rejection letters piled up. Except for one—the Geneva Medical School in upstate New York. She graduated two years later, in 1849, with the first medical degree awarded in this country to a woman. Harriet Hunt was less fortunate. She had practiced medicine without a diploma for years when she applied to medical schools. At this time Hunt was forty-five and viewed by the Harvard faculty “as a dignified matron who would not enflame the sexual passions of the male students.”27 Her skills and efforts were recognized in her admission to Harvard Medical School, along with three male African-American students. Actually, her admission limited her to attendance at lectures while the African-Americans were admitted to the full degree program. When word of her impending lecture attendance spread, students protested, and she was forced to withdraw. The African-American students remained.


In 1870, Mary Hovey attempted to open medical schools to women such as Harriet Hunt. She offered Harvard a $10,000 gift (in the grand old tradition of a bribe) if it would admit women. She believed that if prestigious Harvard opened its doors, others would follow. Similar to the strategy that would be used at the University of Rochester, Hovey’s “creative philanthropy” or “education for ransom” approach caused a yearlong debate. Finally, Harvard refused the money and rejected female applicants. In 1891, Mary Ganett tried the same scheme with a promise of a $60,000 gift to Johns Hopkins Medical School. That was worth a two-year debate, and eventually the gift was increased to $306,000. That price was right; Hopkins saw the value of women students.


Faced with such extraordinary educational advances, opponents of education for women needed new ammunition. They found it in one of the oldest positions: Biology is destiny. Their arguments suggested that below the skin and under the skull lurked the real reasons women did not belong in higher education. Their problems were in their brains and in their ovaries.


Americans today are intrigued by reports on the mysteries of the brain. Our curiosity is not new. In the nineteenth century, craniology was considered a science. Liberating in its simplicity, craniology taught that brain size revealed intelligence. Since large brains required large skulls, measuring cranial size revealed a person’s intellect. Craniology confirmed popular biases of the day. The brightest race was Caucasian, with a definite skull-size advantage over smaller-headed Africans and Asians. Measurements also showed northern Europeans with bigger skulls than southern Europeans, confirming another widely held prejudice. Unfortunately, childbirth stunted women’s evolutionary development. Their brains would never be as big or as complex as those of men.




Because craniology reflected the prejudice of the times, it withstood problems that should have rapidly toppled it. Errors were commonplace, measurements were taken incorrectly, male-female brains were mislabeled, women were discovered with larger skulls than very bright men; and finally, investigations showed that brain size was not related to intelligence. By the early twentieth century, craniology was on the way out, but during the late 1800s it provided opponents of women’s educational progress with a biological explanation for the intellectual supremacy of males. But the anatomy lesson was not over.
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