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THE CHANGING PERCEPTION OF WOMEN’'S ROLE IN
EDUCATION IN NEW YORK, 1972 AND 1996

Edith L. Gordon

Women have fought to change societal limits and the rules which
dictate acceptable gender behavior since before adoption of the “Dec-
laration of Sentiments and Resolutions” at the first feminist meeting
in Seneca Falls in 1848. Repeatedly, when feminist efforts have
met with some success, events and/or male dominated power struc-
tures derailed that progress. Twenty-four years ago passage of
Title IX of the Higher Education Act of 1972 heralded a two-part
evolution—even revolution—in thinking and action in education.

A Brief Historical Review*

Before 1800, schooling in New York State consisted of boys
taught by male schoolmasters. Girls were taught household skills at
home. In the new republic, women’s education was seen as neces-
sary to mold new republicans. Private academies flourished in mid
1800s. New York State encouraged them to prepare public school
teachers, and in 1867, 363 men and 1,122 women were trained. Femi-
nist educators hoped that, when given the work option, educated
women would consider marriage as a choice rather than a ®trap.”
Economy-minded New York school boards began hiring women
teachers, average age sixteen to twenty-five years, to perform the
same duties as men, but were paying them even less, about $300 per
annum. Women teachers were lauded for having “native tact,” giv-
ing attention to improving morals and manners, commanding defer-
ence and respect by their female delicacy and helplessness and giv-
ing and getting warm affection while teaching with disinterested’zeal.

By the late 1800s, school districts in close proximity were con-
solidating a&Jnion Free School Districts and constructing large ‘mod-
ern’ two-story wooden schoolhousesjore generously funded than
were teachers’ salaries, $350-$500 per annum. Teachers on the sec-
ondary level received more salary than primary classroom teachers,
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and before World War I, no matter how excellent the female teacher,
a man was appointed to the higher-paying, policy-making position of
principal. Despite the teachers’ low pay, long hours and demanding
work, there was no shortage of female applicdntEhe few male
high school students at the start of the 20th century generally took
the four-year college preparatory course while young women studied
a general business curriculum to prepare for sex-typed office em-
ployment.

After 1945, World War Il veterans’ burgeoning families created

an acute shortage of schools and teach&smpetition for teachers
exerted an intense pressure on school boards and gave leverage to
teachers’ demands for higher wages. Men as well as women were
attracted to the teaching profession during the Korean War period in
the 1950s. Teachers associations, once the docile tool of school
boards, became militant unions. They championed higher salaries
and gender neutral pay for equal experience and assignment. Men
still garnered the department chairs and key administrative positions.

Title IX Of The Higher Education Act Of 1972

Post war civil rights legislation eased sex distrimination, but
President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1968 Executive Order #11375, ban-
ning discrimination by all federal contractors for the first time in-
cluded educational institutions. It was cited in class action suits charg-
ing discrimination against women in hiring, promotion and salaries
by colleges and universitiés.

While women activists fought against quota systems and overt
discrimination in the 1970s, feminist scholars researched women'’s
history, psychology and developed interdisciplinary Women’s Stud-
ies. They lobbied local, state and federal legislatures to pass anti-
gender bias laws. Margaret Chase Smith (R. Maine) was the only
woman U.S. Senator. Ten women joined 425 men elected to the House
of Representatives in 1970. Congresswoman Bella Abzug charac-
terized the time as one of enthusiasm, excitement, self-discovery and
exhaustion. Every effort by the women representatives and their male
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allies to effect reform in the 91st Congress was thwarted by the old
guard power structuré.

Although Congress had passed a number of higher education
aid programs, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)
of 1965, for the first time provided federal aid to school districts
serving large numbers of poor children, money for library books and
educational materials, supplementary educational centers and services,
programs for gifted children, for strengthening state educational de-
partments, bilingual programs and drop-out prevention progfams.

Violent campus unrest in 1968 effectively halted enactment of
federal educational legislation. Congress completed no action on
any major education measure in 1969, and in 1970, the largest ESEA
bill ever enacted by Congress was vetoed by President Nixon. In
mid-1971 the Higher Education Act expired. Representative Edith
Green, Democrat from Oregétied the two-year effort by her House
Education and Labor Committee and the Senate Labor and Public
Welfare Committee to consolidate aid-to-education legislation. The
resulting $21 billion bill, held over until 1972, was refused clearance
and floor consideration by the House Rules Committee.

Green’s Special Education Subcommittee, which included three
New Yorkers, laid the groundwork, during its 1970 hearings, for
amending the Civil Rights Act to prohibit discrimination on the basis
of sex in federally financed programs and to remove the exemption
to those in education. It would authorize the Civil Rights Commis-
sion to study discrimination against women, and would remove the
exemption of executive, administrative and professional employees
from the equal pay for equal work provision of the Fair Labor Stan-
dards Actt

The committee heard women expértsstify that discrimina-
tion often began with “Males Wanted” job advertisements. Regard-
less of a woman'’s training and abilities, she was consigned to type-
writer or deliberately to a different job with less pay. The more her
education, the greater the inequity. Testimony exploded myths such
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as: women have a high rate of absenteeism; women only work briefly
until marriage (The average age of working women was rising
steadily); women work for “pin money” while men support families.
(U.S. Department of Labor Women’s Bureau statistics showed that
60 per cent of the poor children in the United States were completely
dependent on earnings of women. The problems of poverty are the
problems of women, their dependent children and of older women
with diminished opportunity for paid employment); women are in-
nately passive and non-aggressive, hence unsuitable for man§ jobs.

The Special Education Subcommittee hearings on discrimina-
tion against women by educational institutions in pay, in promotion
and admission raised public awareness and changed the nation’s cli-
mate of opinion. The people’s representatives now proved willing to
include Title IX in the Higher Education Act of 1972. On 23 June
1972, President Nixon signed the Higher Education Act intd1aw,
with Title 1X assuring that

[N]o person...shall on the basis of sex, be excluded from par-
ticipation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimina-
tion under any education program (preschool to postgraduate, public
and private)...which receives or benefits from federat®aid.

Among long-established sexist practices in schools was language
that treated the masculine as the linguistic norm. Gender-neutral
words, such as lawyer, chair person, mail carrier, police officer are
increasingly accepted as correct usdgBefore 1972, school prim-
ers and textbooks did not portray girls in active, positive roles nor
mention women who helped to make historic changes or other con-
tributions. Then newly published texts and trade books merely added
mention of the role of women and minorities in history and in today’s
society , but did not integrate feminist subjects or consider subtle
implications®

Gender-driven expectations for girls as opposed to those for
boys in the home and classroom, deeply imbedded in our culture and
the female psyche, were exemplified in secondary school courses in
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“home economics” for girls, while boys were enrolled in “shop.”
Today a course on “home and careers” teaches basic survival skills
such as cooking and home repairs to boys and girls alike. After pas-
sage of Title IX, a first priority was to counter previous negative
attitudes toward females pursuing courses and careers in mathemat-
ics and science. As more girls have studied these subjects, their test
scores are comparable with boys. Yet at each successive subject level,
females tend to drop out.

This situation was explored at a gender equity conference in
Princeton, New Jersey in 1993. Port Jefferson science teacher Linda
Padwa returned from that experience and together with others, she
organized a day-long Symposium for Girls Exploring Mathematics
and Science, held at State University at Stony Brook, about which
more latef!

During the 1960s and 1970s, the number of all-male colleges
dropped from 236 to 99, and all-female colleges from 231 to 102,
and by October 1994, there were only 81 women'’s colleges; single
sex colleges and universities declined from 25 to 6 per cent of the
total. After 1972, some women'’s colleges such as Vassar became co-
educational. By 1980, only 2.3% of all college women were attend-
ing all-female institution&?

Yet enrollment in courses of study that tend to offer greater ca-
reer rewards (engineering, electronics, aircraft mechanics and com-
puter assisted drafting) is only 10 to 18 per cent female. Young women
have difficulty gaining equal computer access. Meanwhile, programs
in education continue to be disproportionately female. Males in New
York State received only 15.5 percent of Bachelor of Arts degrees in
education in 1990-91, down 2 percent from 1970571.

Feminists of this decade believe that men have defined science
inquiry to fit a typically male thought process which stresses logic
and tends to function in isolation, rather than relational and intuitive
thought processes that suit females. Difference in preferred style
does not imply less quality on either side, yet that assumption is made.
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Many male professors still imply to female students that their gender
per se limits their ability to succeed in mathematics, science and en-
gineering. In fact, some male professors teach the subject matter in
ways that discourage women and undercut their interest and stfccess.

An example of 1960s and 1970s’ wasted potential of women is
Abbey L. Boklan, one of only two women students in her law school
class of '62. Turned away by many law firms because of her sex,
Boklan was informed by then New York County District Attorney
Frank Hogan that he would not permit any woman to prosecute a
case before a jury. Boklan persevered and is today a County Court
judge®

Traditionally, toys have been assigned according to gender—
boys get war toys and girls receive dolls and kitchen toys, sanction-
ing the separate and domestic role of the female. In 1993, Supreme
Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg reversed tradition by hiring a
gualified male law clerk because he requested flexible hours so that
his wife as well as he could pursue demanding careers and share
child care?®

The first federal Health, Education & Welfare Department
(HEW) guidelines for Title IX” stated that recipient school districts
“select sports and levels of competition which effectively accommo-
date the interests and abilities of members of both sexes.” Despite
new laws and regulations, girls’ sports were often forced into the
second tier or less because of public school coaching staff sport se-
lection and school funds allotment, plus negative attitudes of teach-
ers toward female athletes. With the criteria of healthy activity and
actual improvement in agility, endurance and fitness of the least to
the most athletically endowed child, the curricula for physical edu-
cation became more inclusive and less competitive. National media
focus in March 1995 on the successful NCAA champion UCONN
women’s basketball team was a breakthrough for women’s college
athletics. On some campuses less traditional sports, such as men’s
wrestling, facing government enforcement of Title XI and a shrink-
ing athletics budgets, now are recruiting coed particigants.
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Under Title IX when a valid complaint of sex discrimination is
filed against a school district, the district gets ninety days to comply
voluntarily. After that, the government litigates, either by an admin-
istrative hearing or Department of Justice enforcement. In 1975, a
dozen teachers challenged the district’'s generally accepted policy
requiring pregnant teachers to take maternity leave in the fourth month
of pregnancy and not return to teach for at least six months after
giving birth. After a seven-year legal effort, a federal court ruled that
pregnant teachers are entitled to sick pay while physically unable to
work, with the option of taking unpaid leave with no minimum time
offset?

Education for Gender Equity

In October 1975, all Nassau and Suffolk County school person-
nel were offered the first “Women'’s Studies” in-service program on
the East Coast. The first course, “Sexism in the Public Schools
described sex-role stereotyping and socialization, examined the im-
pact on children and explored the ways schools contribute to per-
petuating sexisrtf. A second type of course tapped subjects not pre-
viously part of traditional curriculum, such as Sexism & Racism in
the Media, Women'’s History, Women in Literature, and Rediscover-
ing Women in Social Studies. Teachers and administrators from vari-
ous school districts established bi-county female support and com-
munication networks. Eventually they formed the Nassau-Suffolk
Council of Administrative Women in Education, whose 150 practic-
ing and aspiring administrators filed Title IX sex discrimination com-
plaints against three school districts in 1975.

One district personnel director, while acknowledging that his
district's superintendent, assistant superintendents and eighteen school
principals were male, asserted that the administrative hiring pattern
over the past 15 to 20 years reflected the ratio of approximately 20
male applicants to one female applic&ntNot surprisingly, in 1976
only three of the 200 applicants for the district's vacant position of
superintendent of schools were women. Women outside the circle
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of cronies were told, “You can’t become a principal until you've first
had experience as an assistant principal,” were not given the oppor-
tunity to become assistant principals, and thus effectively were ex-
cluded from all but the lowest rung of the education career ladder.

As a result of lelgal challenges, by 1987 Kings Park led Long
Island school district in promoting women, some of whom became
catalysts for change. While school districts were giving a few white
women the opportunity to gain the qualifications and experience
needed to advance as administrators, African American female edu-
cators were told, “we have no black children.” One Afro-American
applicant retorted, “But then you cannot fail to hire me—your chil-
dren are getting only half an education.” Whether African American
or white, once hired women school assistant administrators were sel-
dom promoted®

Part of the pattern of exclusion of women from top administra-
tive posts was a line of interview questions such as: Will your hus-
band object if you have to go to meetings at night? Are you planning
to have another baby? Are you emotionally strong enough to with-
stand the pressures of an administrative positton?

In 1977, Dorothy Pierce, legal affairs director of the Council of
Women Administrators, sued the West Babylon School District for
denying her the post of district coordinator of state and federal aid.
The administrative judge found that the man hired did not meet the
gualifications set forth in the job description, while Pierce did. Pierce,
on becoming West Babylon school district assistant superintendent
for finance and evaluation credited her rise to “a different adminis-
tration which has different attitudes.”

Women administrators of the seventies were unlikely to encoun-
ter females leader models, nor were they likely to find a feminine
mentor; their pay was lower and their career ladders shorter than
men’s. Women'’s issues still were not addressed in courses preparing
women and men for administrative certification. Nevertheless, gradu-
ate degrees in educational administration awarded to women in New
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York State more than doubled from 583 in 1972 to 1,408 in 1985.

Although women are a significant presence in the public work-
place, equality remains an elusive aim for thelmNew York State
in 1988-89, 29.5 percent of the elementary school principals and 13.5
percent of the secondary principals were worfterOf Suffolk
County’s seventy-one districts, twenty-eight had no female assistant
principals, and fifteen had no female principals. Statistics for 1992-
93 at least for Long Island’s Nassau and Suffolk Counties, suggest
that few women are in assistant principal posts, the training ground
for higher administrative positions. In large districts and choice up-
per echelon administrative positions, female representation in Long
Island schools is low in light of the growing number of certified fe-
males3®

Changing Role Perceptions

In the 1970s and 1980s, women managers expected to function
in the male model: a hierarchical structure that values separateness,
winning, besting an opponent, communicating through a chain of
command. The male model emphasizes rationality, large-scale orga-
nizing and impersonal languagéeminists now articulate a female
leadership style based on women exploring their own strengths and
values®” Motherhood is an excellent apprenticeship for career prepa-
ration, USB President Dr. Shirley Strum Kenny believes. It helps
develop poise, time management, negotiation skills, endurance, con-
trolled emotions, immunity to embarrassment, dealing with hundreds
of little items like paperwork, organizational skills, delegation of
authority, creativity, planning, financial management, tact and diplo-
macy?s®

Consequently, women leaders in the workplace are likely to
guide by modeling and persuasion, to seek connections between staff
and communication at all levels. They require cooperation and col-
laboration and look for input from all, breaking down status distinc-
tions. Women leaders seek to balance the demands for efficiency
with a need to nurture the spirit of those with whom they work. They
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are likely to recognize positive achievement openly, to stimulate
employees, and to function through a team approach, allowing for
flexibility. These tendencies are reflected in the design of the work-
place, less vertical or pyramidal and sometimes compared to a one-
plane web. This style of leadership has been recognized as an effec-
tive approach in the present “information economy,” by such large
corporations as Ford Motor Compafiy.

The New York State and Long Island Initiative for the 1990s

In 1990, New York State Deputy Commissioner of Education
Lionel Meno, wrote that “gender equity has not only not been
achieved, it has not even improved in any measurable degree...The
bias against women in educational administration has an adverse ef-
fect on all members of the educational community, students, and edu-
cators alike...we cannot afford to squander any of our resources.
...Women and minorities offer skills, ideas, qualities and viewpoints
that are necessary for strengthening the process of education in the
challenging decade ahea.”

Employers may help women in educational administration to
reach parity are by heightening awareness of the issues; improving
accesghrough attention to recruitment, education, and placement;
encouraging advancement for women through mentoring, network-
ing and professional development; eliminating the inappropriate ste-
reotypes about what men and women can accomplish as educational
administrators and establishing accountability by local distficts.

In the marketplace competition to recruit excellent women and
men, the relatively low salary of educators discourages quality can-
didates. Young women in our public schools now have more em-
ployment options outside the profession of education than were avail-
able in the early 1970s.

Where school districts have employed women in administra-
tive posts, sensitivity to the needs of females is eviddnt1993,
female policy makers in the Three Village Central School District,
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finding that girls are neglected in preparatory efforts as indicated by
career testing in which males scored better than females, organized
the district’s first annual conference for fifth grade girls from eight
Suffolk County school districts . Each year facilitators help students
think about gender messages and increase understanding of options
and enhance self esteem. The girls meet women doing non-tradi-
tional work. Each girl learns leadership skills and is encouraged to
go back to her home district with the attitude “if it is to be, it's up to
me,” to share ideas with classmates and to help other girls gain a
positive self imagé?

In a parallel experiment, 300 high school females and their teach-
ers explored careers in mathematics and science at a symposium held
at SUNY Stony Brook in January 1994. Two dozen women profes-
sors of mathematics and science at the university participated as
mentors, guides and role models. One chemistry professor, meeting
students in her research laboratory affirmed that a scientific career
can mix with motherhood, but onafter the woman'’s science train-
ing, (usually a Ph.D.) and after her career has been estalffished.
This is because post-doctoral appointment, the bottom rung of the
academic career ladder, is difficult for women in science to secure,
effectively excluding women from an academic career in science re-
search. In 1987, the average salary in every category of institutions
of higher learning and at every level of academic rank was signifi-
cantly lower for women than for men facuity.

Twenty-four years after passage of Title IX there are tenured
women professors in many College of Arts and Science’s depart-
ments at USB, including four in the Chemistry Department. Dr.
Kenny has made good on her pledge to hire additional females and
minority professionals. Said student government president, Crystal
Plati, “It's about time...Women and minority students have the right
to see faculty in those positions where they can eXtel.”

In the fall of 1993, a USB consortium received a $100,000
grant from the National Science Foundation to introduce a mentoring
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program for incoming female freshmen with math and science tal-
ent. Known as Women in Science Excel, or WISE, this program
engages thirty-five participating women early in their college careers
before they make academic decisions that will shape their subsequent
education. At the critical juncture between high school and college it
motivates women to continue in mathematics and science education.
WISE helps women develop confidence in their ability to learn and
perform well in mathematics and other quantitative courses and un-
covers a range of educational and career opportunities open to indi-
viduals with advanced quantitative and empirical skills. WISE cre-
ates a supportive social environment that encourages continuation.
Following the science overview course, some women in the program
who originally expressed career plans in biological science, are
refocussing on chemistry, mathematics or earth and space science.
The program includes and is supportive of women who traditionally
have not had the right to attend college at all, and it promotes interac-
tive teaching, a group approach to learning in which women function
comfortably. Entering students are assigned mentors among advanced
women undergraduates majoring in a science, women graduate stu-
dents and women faculty. By its focus on recruitment and retention
at the period of highest risk, the WISE program at USB seeks to
increase participation by women in mathematics, science and engi-
neering education and careers, building a model program that readily
can be “mainstreamed” at USB and replicated or adapted at other
learning center¥.

Gender politics is another academic arena, especially in physi-
cal science departments, where hiring practices have worked against
employing women. A National Science Foundation-sponsored site
team of nationally known women physicists has been visiting uni-
versities collecting quantitative and anecdotal information on the sta-
tus of women physics students and faculty on the campus and then
looks at the situation nationally with the aim of the NSF presenting
effective programs and practices for replication by science, math-
ematics and engineering departmeéhnts.
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In periods of weak federal commitment to enforcement of com-
pliance to Title IX and affirmative action laws, progress toward gen-
der equity since 1972 has been hindered. President William J.
Clinton’s appointment of women to cabinet posts, to ambassador-
ships, as under secretaries in federal departments and as federal judges
expanded diversity at the upper echelons of government and set a
standard for lower tiers to emulate. Former Vermont Governor
Madeleine Kunin was appointed Deputy Secretary of Education.
Since promulgating the 1992 New York State Action Plan, there has
been a dramatic increase in the number of women college and uni-
versity presidents. The choice in 1993 of Shirley Strum Kenny to be
president of Long Island’s USB was a signal to the academic divi-
sions of the New York State university system that gender equity is a
priority.

On the other hand, a plethora of recently elected conservative
officials such as U.S. Representative Newt Gingrich and 94 fresh-
man conservatives, Governors Pete Wilson of California and George
Pataki of New York, are seeking to “reform” government by negat-
ing many of the changes of twenty-five years. Federal and state bud-
gets have drastically reduced financial resources for education. While
young people with personal resources move ahead, affirmative ac-
tion and higher education become a fiscal impossibility for rffany.

Just when improvements like promotion of women on the same
basis as men, in terms of their skills and effectiveness seemed
achieveable, of acceptable preschool child care for working couples
and flexible work schedules for both women and men employees
seem within reach we have Gov. Pataki’s proposed 1996 budget, cut-
ting over $400 million from education (preparation for a productive
life), while proposing $360 million fazonstructing four new prisons
(to punish)® Once again control of the purse strings by the govern-
ment may coopt the feminist agenda. As this review of the history of
women in New York education makes clear, changes have occurred.
Since 1972, mandates of Title IX have been assimilated and become
part of our culture. As often as issues of gender equity have been
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subverted, women and their male supporters have raised them again.
This may be required yet again.

Emeritus Three Village CSD, N.Y.
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