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Timeline of Women's Historv and My Maternal Timeline 

1833 - bberlin College founded in Ohio, accepting women to study along with men 
1835 - Oberlin College accepts African American students 
1837 - Oberlin College accepts four women for the "male track" baccalaureate degree 
program 
1837 - Sarah and Angelina GrimkC tour Massachusetts lecturing on abolitionism 
1839 - Mississippi isthe first state to grant women the right to hold property in their own 
name, with their husbands' permission 
1843 - Sojourner Truth lectured about suffrage and abolition 
1843 - Thomas Hood's Song of the Shirt published 
1844 - "'I'ailoresses" in New York form the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association 
1845 - Margaret Fuller's Women in the Nineteenth Century published 
1846 - Lucy Stone is a student at Oberlin College 
1848 - The first 'Woman's Rights Convention" was held in Seneca Falls, New York 
1848 - Married Women's Property Act passed into law in New York 
1851 - Maria is born in Germany 
1854 - Elizabeth Cady Stanton addressed the New York State Legislature on women's 
property ownership 
1855 - Lucy Stone and her husband Henry Blackwell wrote and signed a protest at their 
wedding ceremony 
1857 - Maria's mother dies in Germany 
1860 - Married Women's Property Act of 1960 passed in New York 
1861 - 1865: The United States Civil War 
1865 - President Lincoln assassinated 
1870s - Wisconsin universities begin accepting women 
1870 - Lucy Stone and her husband published the Woman 's Journal 
1872 - Susan B. Anthony arrested for voting in New York; speaks before court 
1872 - Ninety-seven colleges in the U.S. have admitted women 
1874 - Maria gives birth to Martha in Germany 
1881 - Maria and her husband immigrate to the United States, settle in Milwaukee 
1884 - Friedrich Engels publishes The Orinin of the Family, Private Property and 
The State 
1890 - Wyoming is the first state to grant women the right to vote 
1901 - Martha gives birth to Doris (in U.S.) 
1905 - Elizabeth Gurley Flynn co-founded the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) 
1908 - The International Olympic Committee officially recognized female athletes 
1914 - 1918 World War I 
1915? - Doris completes sth grade 
1916 - Margaret Sanger pioneers birth control clinics in New York City 
1920 - The United States Constitution ratifies the lgth amendment granting the right to 
vote for all women 
1922 - Maria dies at age 71 
1922 - Doris marries Harold 
1929 - 1939 The Great Depression 
1929 - Virginia Woolf publishes A Room of One's Own 
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1930 - Doris gives birth to daughter Dolores 
1932 - Amelia Earhart flew across the Atlantic Ocean 
1939 - 1945 World War II 
1945 - United Nations Established 
1946 - Martha dies at age 72. 
1948 - Dolores graduates high school and enters college 
1949 - Dolores leaves college 
1949 - Simone de Beauvoir published The Second Sex 
1950 - Dolores and Wayne marry 
1952 - Dolores gives birth to daughter Virginia 
1959 - Ruth Handler created the Barbie Doll 
1960 - First oral contraceptives introduced 
1963 - Katherine Graham took over the Washington Post1 963 - The Equal Pay Act is 
passed, providing for equal wages for the same work without discrimination of the 
worker 
1963 - Betty Friedan publishes The Feminine Mystique 
1964 - Title VII of the Civil Rights Act passes banning employment discrimination on 
race or sex 
1965-1973: The Vietnam War 
1966 - National Organization for Women founded 
1968 - Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. assassinated 
1968 - Anne Koedt writes The Mvth of the Vaginal Orgasm 
1969 - California allows "no fault" divorce, allowing for divorcc through mutual consent 
1970 - Our Bodies. Ourselves published 
1970 - Virginia graduates high school 
1971 - Virginia enters and leaves college 
1972 - Virginia and Paul marry 
1972 - Gloria Steinem co-founded Ms. Magazine 
1972 - Title IX passes which prohibits sex discrimination in all education programs 
receiving federal money which affects women in sports primarily 
1973 - Roe vs. Wade case is heard in U.S. Supreme Court and grants women's right to 
choose 21 abortion 
1974 - Virginia gives birth to daughter Elisabeth 
1978 - The Pregnancy Discrimination Act prohibits employment discrimination against 
women who are pregnant 
1981 - Sandra Day O'Connor was appointed the first woman Supreme Court Justice 
1983 - Virginia gives birth to daughter Wendy 
1991 - Anita Hill testified about sexual harassment in televised Senate hearings 
1989 - Doris dies at age 87 
1992 - Elisabeth graduates high school 
1993 - The U.S. Supreme Court rules that victims do not need to prove physical or 
serious psychological injury due to sexual harassment. 
1994 - The Violence Against Women Act funds many services for victims of sexual 
assault and domestic violence. 
1995 - Virginia returns to college and attends University of Wisconsin Whitewater 
1997 - Madeline Albright became the first woman U.S. Secretary of State 
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1997 - U.S. Supreme Court rules that college athletics programs must include 
approximately equal numbers of men and women to qualify for financial support from 
the federal government. 
1998 - Elisabeth graduates from University of Wisconsin - Milwaukee 
1999 - Virginia graduates from University of Wisconsin - Whitewater 
2000 - Hillary Rodham Clinton becomes the first First Lady elected to public office. 
2001 - Wendy graduates high school 
2001 - Elisabeth graduates with first Master's degree from University of California 
- San Francisco 
2004 - Elisabeth graduates with second Master's degree from the University of 
Wisconsin - Milwaukee 
2005 - Wendy graduates from University of Wisconsin - Eau Claire 
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History of Women in Higher Education: The Influence on Women in My Family 

A common slogan used today is "knowledge is power". Those who are educated, 

informed and enlightened will undoubtedly carry more power and control over the 

workings of society and resources. Keeping this in mind, simply looking through the 

history of education tells us men are the main holders of that power; men and boys have 

received schooling of all levels since the very start of its existence. Women and girls, 

however, received very little, if any at all. For centuries before the 1800s, it was 

traditionally believed that if women became educated, they would also become 

unmanageable and unmarriageable (Harlan, 1998). Even well into the late 1800s it was 

continued to be said that women's gain of higher education would be too intellectually 

overwhelming, and consequently damage their health, leading to the inability to give 

birth to healthy children (Husbands, 1972). Beginning in the early 1800s, however, little 

by little women began to prove otherwise, through their advancement in higher 

education. 

In 1833, Oberlin College began in Ohio as a small Christian colony and institute 

which embraced a uniquely radical religious vision of a reformed society, making itself 

the first institution of higher education which accepted women, and educated them along 

side of men in a co-educational environment (Merrill, 1987). Many of the administrators 

of Oberlin College Institute, including, Professor Charles Finney, believed in and 

encouraged the full participation of women in educational and religious endeavors as 

necessary for the transformation of a corrupt society into a purer one (Merrill, 1987). 

However, the institute was not as granting of equality as we might imagine it would. 

Oberlin continued to stress women's employment as being confined to the domestic 
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sphere (Merrill, 1987). At Oberlin, women took advanced courses right along side of 

men, however they followed a modified track that was less intensive and graduated with 

a ladies' course certificate instead of the men's diploma and Baccalaureate Degree 

(Merrill, 1987). Additionally, female students were required to perform domestic chores 

for the male students who worked on the farm or on building construction (Harlan, 1998; 

Merrill, 1987). In 1843, Lucy Stone, a widely known woman's suffragist who worked to 

achieve women's right to vote, attended Oberlin College. Upon graduation, she wrote the 

address for the commencement exercises, but was promptly denied the opportunity to 

read it herself to the crowd (Harlan, 1998). Still, the advancements women made at 

Oberlin College were far ahead of their time, and truly set a model for women's 

achievements in higher education in years to come. 

During the early years of the first wave of the women's movement, the women's 

suffragist movement that pushed for the right to vote, women began demanding equal 

access to higher education; however, they feared single-sex education would inevitably 

cause women's colleges to be of lesser quality, and also contribute to the sexes being 

preoccupied with one another. Therefore, co-education at the collegiate level was seen as 

a necessity (Rosenberg, 1988). In this time period, from about 1840 to 1865, the progress 

seen at Oberlin spread across the country, and gains were made in this period (Rosenberg, 

1988; Sicherman, 1988). More colleges began accepting women and colleges exclusively 

for women came into existence, although much of the coursework women engaged in 

channeled them toward employment in service positions and in the domestic sphere 

(Sicherman, 1988). Women would soon become more serious. 
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The Civil War aftermath caused societal changes which spurred an immense 

growth in the number of women attending higher education. First, due to men leaving for 

the service, or being killed during battle, many women found themselves needing to find 

a means of self-support (Rosenberg, 1988; Sicherman, 1988). Communities also were 

searching for a source of cheaper labor for teaching positions in the aftermath of the Civil 

War, and accepted large numbers of women into state Normal schools for training to be 

teachers (Dzuback, 2003; Rosenberg, 1988). In 1862, the Monill Land Grant Act was 

passed, which fostered growth in state universities, which helped increase the number of 

opportunities. Also, many institutions simply found it too costly and bothersome to build 

separate women's colleges, so instead opted for coeducational ones (Graham, 1978; 

Rosenberg, 1988). By 1870, women made up 21% of total undergraduate enrollment in 

the U.S. (Graham, 1978). In contrast with women attending Normal schools, some 

women began seeking entrance to graduate school, and since no U.S. universities were 

open to this, they traveled to Europe to pursue their studies there. To compete, more 

graduate programs in the United States began accepting women to graduate school, for 

the first time in the 1890s (Dzuback, 2003). Changes were happening fast, and in some 

cases, too fast for comfort. 

In response to large numbers of women entering the now coeducational 

universities, men began feeling the tension at this sudden invasion. For a time, male 

students did what they could to maintain the status of their school by excluding women 

fi-om groups and services within the universities (Rosenberg, 1988). Women could not 

join student organizations, have dorm space, use the gymnasium facilities, or appear in 

the yearbook (Rosenberg, 1988). Men seen speaking to the women students were 



History of Women 8 

harassed, and the two sexes would rarely, if ever, sit or walk together around campus 

(Rosenberg, 1988). Additionally, professors joined in on the exclusion. Professors would 

address the class as "gentlemen" and refer to women students as "Mr." (Rosenberg, 

1988). They also had protested an administration which was considering admitting 

women by presenting "scientific" data showing women incapable of higher learning 

(Rosenberg, 1988). Nevertheless, women in this generation were highly dedicated toward 

their studies and careers, and weathered discrimination they were given while being 

proud of their historic significance (Rosenberg, 1988). The dedication these women 

showed toward their studies was unfortunately soon to change. 

Meanwhile in my own maternal timeline, my great-great-great-grandmother 

Maria immigrated to the United States from Germany in 188 1. Maria, her husband 

Rudolph, and three daughters first settled in Missouri where they all caught malaria, and 

eventually moved to Milwaukee having lost one daughter and giving birth to another 

child, a son. Maria's daughter Martha, my great-great-grandmother born in 1874, had to 

stay home and care for her baby brother while Maria worked cleaning people's houses. 

Eventually Martha married Louis and gave birth to my great-grandmother Doris in 1901. 

The only records in our genealogical record of the education of these women is that Doris 

finished the gth grade (standard for everyone) by approximately 1915, and that Martha 

took evening classes to become a bookkeeper, although other details are unknown. 

In the years approximately between 1900 and 1940, women's opportunities and 

acceptance into higher education stagnated slightly, due to fear from many about the fast 

expansion of women in universities in previous decades (Rosenberg, 1988). Universities 

were implementing freezes on the number of women accepted each year, and created 
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programs to encourage more men to enter college (Rosenberg, 1988). There was a 

widespread fear that this new generation of women was not as serious as the last, was 

using college only to prepare for marriage, and therefore was selfishly taking up valuable 

space that could be better given to men (Rosenberg, 1988). Around this time period, the 

societal attitude was that women attending college was a waste of energy and 

unnecessary. 

Following World War 11, in an effort to reunite the nation, the social climate 

shifted to foster the growth of marriage, large families with traditional gender roles, and 

prosperity (Sicherman, 1988). The G.I. Bill granted veterans higher educational 

opportunity, and many young women left educational and career pursuits to marry, began 

having large families and creating the "baby-boom" generation, many choosing a 

suburban lifestyle (Graham, 1978; Sicherman, 1988). Women's achieving higher 

education was de-emphasized at this point, and college was thought to be another natural 

step in life, but for women was seen more as an ideal place to meet one's life partner 

(Graham, 1978). Women attended college to obtain the "Mrs.," degree - to seek a partner 

with a high earning potential (Jacobs, 1996). My maternal grandmother was no exception 

to this shift in focus on women's lives. 

In 1930, Doris (my great-grandmother) had her daughter Dolores (my 

grandmother). My grandmother tells me that she did not feel any pressure fiom her 

parents to attend college, and like them, she expected to grow up, get married and have 

children. She didn't feel she needed to attend, although the attitude fiom the society at the 

time was accepting of women attending. Because her close friends and a cousin were 

attending, in 1949 she enrolled at University of Wisconsin-Madison to be near them. She 
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aimed for a degree and career in journalism, but was never principally dedicated to it. 

Dolores greatly enjoyed the social atmosphere at the university, and did not feel any 

discouragement from professors about attending. She met my grandfather Wayne who 

was attending the same university on the G.I. Bill. Dolores left college shortly after the 

two married in 1950, due to the financial burden of having both spouses in college and 

because she could not get the courses she wanted. After college, she briefly held a job 

doing some secretarial work and began having their family of five children. Dolores says 

that if she could do it over, she might be more committed to studying and to religious 

involvement, but she is thankhl she met her husband Wayne in college. Dolores gave 

birth to one daughter, Virginia, and four sons. She tells me that she expected all of them 

to get college degrees with the exception of Virginia, who she thought it would be fine to 

leave college for marriage as she had done. 

Second-wave feminism during the 1960s and 1970s produced a wave of new 

services for women: sexual assault clinics, birth control, abortion services, feminist 

literature, activism for equal rights and of course, women's studies departments in 

colleges, and more equal access to education (Brodkin, 2000; Graham, 1978; Harlan, 

1998). More women attended colleges, universities, and graduate schools, some with 

federal hnding and financial aid, and they were more dedicated to career pursuits than in 

past decades, seeking to break away from the traditional example of their parents 

(Brodkin, 2000; Farley, Brewer & Fine, 1976). In 1972, the Education Act was amended 

to include Title IX, granting equal federal funding to educational programs - this move 

would significantly expand athletic opportunities for women in schools everywhere 



History of Women 1 1  

(Harlan, 1998). Beginning in 1979, for the first time, women outnumbered men in 

earning Associate Degrees (Harlan, 1998). 

More subtle inequalities still existed within higher education programs, however. 

A study in 1972 concluded that women were heavily channeled into "feminine" courses 

of study, such as teaching, nursing, social science, fine art, and literature (Husbands, 

1972). Those who chose these paths were likely to finish their degrees, whereas women 

who tried more "masculine" fields, such as engineering, physics, mathematics, and 

business, often switched into "feminine" ones (Husbands, 1972). Women received less 

financial aid than men, had more ambiguous career aspirations, and rarely entered 

graduate programs (Husbands, 1972). Women who did enter graduate school were less 

involved in the program, especially those who were married, and students ofken dropped 

out to marry (Husbands, 1972). Still, at lower levels, many women held weak career 

aspirations and placed marriage as their principle career pursuit (Husbands, 1972). 

My mother Virginia was born to Dolores in 1952. Virginia graduated high school 

in the spring of 1970 in the thick of the civil right's movement. Virginia's father Wayne 

was a school math and science teacher and when at home in frofit of young Virginia, he 

would routinely belittle the female students in his class, giving his daughter the idea that 

girls could not be smart. She remembers comments from him about how women 

attending college would be a "waste of money because they would just get married 

anyway." Instead, Virginia received a great deal of encouragement to attend college from 

her teachers and guidance counselor. She remembers they told her she was even graduate 

school material, but Virginia's parents were neutral about whether she should go or not. 
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In the end, although her father Wayne still thought it was a waste, they agreed to support 

college attendance when she expressed the interest. 

In the spring of 1971, Virginia enrolled with an Art major at the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison out of curiosity, but without a clear plan. She strongly identified with 

the values of her generation at the time - "Live for today," she thought, not trusting the 

older generation's motives, and rejecting the materialism and traditions that came with a 

serious career. She also felt discouraged by the increased competition with other art 

students at college. Virginia soon left college and married her high school boyfriend Paul 

in 1972, and began being a full-time homemaker. She says that if she could do it over 

again, she would live in the residence halls and have clearer goals before beginning, and 

she would certainly aim to finish her degree. For her children, she hoped they would all 

get at least a four year college degree, and strived to encourage them to achieve what she 

had not. 

Virginia gave birth to my older sister Elisabeth in 1974. Elisabeth says she was 

always encouraged by family and society to attend college; the social climate as she 

graduated high school in 1992 was very encouraging of college attendance. She states 

that our uncle, John (Virginia's brother), was especially influential. He was her only role 

model in the family (at the time) who had attended and finished higher education. She 

says she wanted to attend to avoid getting stuck working at a dull factory job. Unlike the 

women before us, she did not mention marriage as the alternative. From the beginning, 

she aimed to get at least a Master's degree. 

She started at a community college, and thinking back, wishes she would have 

started somewhere more reputable. She changed her major several times, eventually 
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settling on Linguistics and graduated fiom the University of Wisconsin Milwaukee. She 

said that during her time there, she never felt any discrimination, but did not receive 

much assistance in choosing a clear direction. She also felt limited due to many student 

loans, having to work, and rarely having enough money to live on. She does feel 

tremendously happy about the interesting people she met during school. In addition, she 

returned to both a university in California and in Milwaukee and received two Master's 

degrees, in ESL teaching and French Translation. 

I was born in 1983 and have always had a great respect for my mother. I expected 

I would follow in a similar path as she did - marriage, children, and possibly also become 

an author of children's books or a teacher. Then toward 1995, my mother went through a 

mid-life crisis in which she struggled in her marriage, began losing weight, and wished to 

become more independent. She no longer had small children to care for as well. She 

wished to make up unfulfilled goals, and consequently decided to return to college to 

finish the degree she started in 1970. This had a tremendous impact on how I set my 

goals for life. 

As my mother attended college while also being a full-time homemaker, I 

watched as she dedicated herself to her school work. She worked at a desk late into the 

night taking detailed notes from her books and drafting papers. She talked with me about 

things she was learning about, and I read her psychology textbooks in my free time, 

sparking my interest in psychology. I even went with her on some days and attended her 

college classes, even while I was still in junior high school. She always expressed to me 

how she wished she had completed a degree right away before marrying and having a 

family, and how she wished to be more financially independent and educated. It was then 



History of Women 14 

that I decided I wanted those things for myself, and to learn fkom her experience. I 

decided I wanted to work hard, become educated and establish a career so I would never 

need to depend on a marriage for survival. I learned that an education is something no 

one can ever take from me. My mother was establishing her own identity, and I aspired to 

do the same. I took the advice of my older sister - to enroll in a four-year university 

immediately like she wishes she would have done. Right after high school, I enrolled at 

University of Wisconsin - Eau Claire, and in the fall I will be beginning a Master's 

degree in school psychology at the University of Minnesota. Unlike my maternal 

relatives before me, I am already twenty-two years old and marriage is nowhere on the 

horizon. Only a career is in sight. 

Education has been an area of greater equality between the sexes compared to 

other aspects of social life (Jacobs, 1996). However, even in modem times, some 

inequalities still exist between men and women in college. In recent times, women have 

surpassed men in college degree completion, however, their enrollment in elite 

institutions and completion of Ph.D.'s still lag behind those of men, and college 

professors &-e still largely male (Jacobs, 1996). More women attend college part-time, 

and still choose to enter "feminine" fields more often than men which contributes to the 

gender gap in earning power (education, fine art, nursing, literature, social science) 

(Jacobs, 1996). Despite these trends, studies have shown that women's access to 

education affects many aspects of social life across the board, mostly for the better: these 

women marry later, have fewer children, use contraceptives more often, support gender 

equality more often, and have better access to health care (Jacobs, 1996). 
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The women at Oberlin College had the right idea in mind when they chose to 

enter the degree programs, which led to subsequent pressure for women to attend in 

greater numbers and receive greater opportunities for advancement. Subsequent fear rose 

to limit opportunities, and the country's new focus on the war effort followed by 

marriage, family and homemaking temporarily also decreased women's involvement in 

education. The women's movement in the 1960s encouraged a return back to the books, 

and achievements have steadily increased since then; however, there is still some ways to 

go before we see total equality between the sexes. From researching my own maternal 

history and speaking with members of my family, I see that ovex generations, women in 

my family closely followed the patterns that were prominent at the times when they were 

growing up and making their education decisions. This look at history has taught me that 

our family was no exception to the spirit of the times in terms of attitudes toward 

educating women, and I have also come to see my place in history and how past 

achievements of women before me have directly affected my life as I live it today. 
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