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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to ascertain the 

educational aspirations and future expectations of working 

class youth in an all-female Catholic high school. The 

ethnographic methods of primarily interviews and participant 

observation were used to discover the plans and the decision 

processes of approximately 21% of the senior class. Sixty 

girls were interviewed four weeks before graduation, as well 

as 20 teachers and administrators. Almost 100% of the 

sample (59) planned to attend college the following fall. 

While most institutions were competitive, only one planned 

to attend a most competitive, most selective institution, 

although several met the admissions requirements to do so. 

One-fourth of the sample planned to attend community 

colleges. The institution helped to facilitate the process 

of college entrance. However, many of the girls' decisions 

were determined before high school, and most were influenced 

by family members, most of whom had never attended a 

finished college. It was observed and reported by the girls 

that the all-female environment enhanced their educational 

experiences. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

12 

College is often seen as a mechanism for upward 

mobility particularly among the lower socioeconomic classes. 

And indeed, students are attending higher education in 

record numbers (Karabel et al., 1980). However, studies show 

that inequality of educational opportunity between strata 

has been quite steady over time (Shavit & Blossfield, 1993). 

Shavit and Blossfield report that educational systems have 

expanded much more rapidly at the primary and secondary 

levels than at the tertiary levels. They state: 

as larger proportions of successive cohorts 

enter and complete secondary education, they 

encounter severe bottlenecks in the transitions to 

tertiary education . . . in 11 of 13 societies, 

education persistently favor children of 

privileged social origins (pp. 20-21). 

Inconsistencies in representation on co1.lege campuses 

are only part of the problem. Where the working class attend 

college is quite another. When quality of the institutions 

was taken into account, it was found that holding a master's 

degree from a low-ranked institution earned less than one 

with a bachelor's degree from either a middle or high-ranked 
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college (Alexander, 1976). Similarly, the rate of return 

from attending elite institutions (defined as the amount of 

tuition charged) is greater than the quantity of education 

(Fox, 1993). And unfortunately, those students who fill the 

seats of classrooms in elite and prestigious institutions 

are the middle and upper classes (Lang, 1987), while 

vocational programs in community colleges are 

disproportionately composed of students from the working and 

lower classes (Hearn, 1984, 1991; Lee & Frank, 1990). 

Despite desire and ability, working class students 

generally need financial support to attend college, 

particularly with the "high tuition, high aid" policy of 

the past two decades. Loans are the principal source of 

such support (Leslie & Brinkman, 1988). However, working 

class students are less likely to take out loans than are 

middle class students. Students of lower incomes, need to 

make heavier sacrifices and have stronger ambitions to 

succeed educationally reproducing education inequalities 

between classes (Gambetta, 1988, 1980). 

In sum, the road to higher education, from entrance to 

completion, is a difficult one for the working class. 

Purpose of the Study 

It is the purpose of this study to present and bring to 

life a few of these working class students who have 

historically filled the lower-ranked institutions--not in 
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the monolithic categories that dominate higher education 

literature, but in a multidimensional way through first hand 

accounts. New insights and perspectives might be revealed 

about higher education and the working class. 

Interviewing and observing students just prior to 

graduation reveals the most accurate account of plans, and 

thus I chose to do this fieldwork during the last month of 

students' high school experience. While other researchers 

have done similar field work, they have focused exclusively 

on public schools (Valli, 1986; Weis, 1990; Willis, 1976; 

Wolpe, 1988) which in many ways set students up for failure 

because of the rote memory emphasis and lack of critical 

thinking development often found in working class schools 

(Anyon, 1983; Carnoy & Levin, 1985). The literature also 

tends to focus on boys. What is unique in the present study 

is the environment in which I have chosen. It is one that 

theoretically should lead to success in higher education--an 

all-female, academically-oriented high school. Gender bias 

should be absent in single sex classrooms (Coleman et al., 

1982; Sadler & Sadler, 1991). Students' sights should be 

fixed on higher education, because of the school's academic 

orientation. If girls in such settings do aspire to go on to 

higher education, what factors account for this? If they do 

not aspire to go, why not? Are there influences outside the 

school environment that causes aspirations to be leveled or 
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forces within the school that cause class stratification? 

Finally, where do students aspire to go to college and why? 

Theoretical Framework 

This research is informed by social reproduction 

theory, which holds that the class into which one is born 

will most likely be the one in which she or he will remain. 

According to Weis (1990), schools "reproduce the existing 

social order--a social order marked by great disparities of 

wealth, power and privilege" (p. 3). Moreover, a cultural 

perspective is critical to this analysis. I utilize 

Bourdieu's (1977) notion of "cultural capital," which holds 

that upper class students, "by virtue of a certain 

linguistic and cultural competence acquired through family 

upbringing, are provided with the means of appropriation for 

success in school. Hence, the school serves as the 

trading post where socially valued cultural capital is 

parlayed into superior academic performance" (MacLeod, 1987, 

p. 12). However, students are not passive victims. Willis 

(1977) found that the oppositional behaviors of working 

class youth and the educational institutions work in concert 

to reproduce inequality. Willis' "lads" disrupted class, 

made fun of academically-minded students, and undermined the 

efforts of authority figures. Similarly, McRobbie's (1978) 

working class high school girls used overly feminine/sexual 

dress and flirtatious behaviors to short-circuit their 
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educational success. Thus, Willis and McRobbie add to the 

literature by demonstrating that working class youth are 

active participants in reproduction. I am interested in the 

students' own role in the social reproduction of inequality. 

Research Questions 

Based on prior research on working class youth, and 

research on higher education persistence, my research 

questions are: 

1. What are the educational aspirations of white 

working class females within a private, all-female 

high school? 

a. Do they intend to pursue their education? 

Where and in what fields? 

b. To what future occupations, if any, do they 

aspire? 

2. Do academic backgrounds align with educational 

aspirations? 

a. Have they taken college entrance exams? 

b. What are their academic records and college 

entrance exam scores? 

3. Do their educational experiences affect their 

future aspirations? 

a. How do authority figures influence decision

making? 
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b. Do curricular or structural influences affect 

aspirations? 

4. How do outside influences, such as family and 

friends, affect future aspirations? 

Definitions 

Social Class. Social class is defined by Blau and 

Duncan (1967) as father's occupation. They provide a 

prestige index of occupations. The upper classes, they 

conclude, "enjoy high prestige occupations . require the 

rarest skills, command the highest salaries, and exercise 

most authority" (p. 62). Shavit and Blossfield (1993), 

Sanders (1992), and many others measure social class by 

parents' occupation and educational level, and as such, will 

be the working definition in this study. (Mother's 

occupation has also proven to be important according to 

recent research.) 

Working Class. Jencks and Riesman (1968) define working 

class as families headed by a blue-collar worker with 

incomes close to the national average. Weis (1990) defines 

it exclusively by occupation. Because both Blau and Duncan 

(1967) and Weis (1990) indicate that as a whole, white

collar occupations have been expanding much more rapidly 

than blue-collar occupations, and Blau and Duncan report 

that some white collar occupations require much less skill 

and command considerably less income than many blue-collar 
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o'ccupations, I have expanded my definition of working class 

to include both blue-collar and low-prestige white-collar 

occupations (as measured by Blau and Duncan's Index of 

Occupational Status), and educational attainment. I do not 

include income. Because high prestige occupations are often 

inexorably linked to education, those who have obtained 

four-year degrees would not be considered working class. 

Limitations 

1. This research focused primarily on groups of 

students from the same cohort, the senior class, which may 

have limited my perspectives on the total educational 

experience. I did not balance the perspective by providing 

an equal representation of all cohorts. As my daily 

observations and many conversations were limited primarily 

to specific peer groups, at times I sensed others felt 

cheated. By the first week's end, "the entire school," one 

faculty member reported, knew I was "interviewing girls." 

2. My close associations with the girls and almost 

instant rapport may have alienated me somewhat from the 

teachers. This may have been, in part, the reason for the 

somewhat sterile tone of many of the faculty interviews. 

MacLeod (1987) reports similar tensions when he found 

himself in the uncomfortable position of having to choose 

between two opposing gangs' teams when playing a pick-up 

basketball game. Both teams expected him to play for their 
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side. "Each wondered which side I was on; my attempt to sit 

on the fence, I began to realize, was going to be a 

difficult balancing job" (po 179). 

3. The head of the counseling department refused to let 

me view the cards which contained both academic and personal 

data about the students. Because of this I had to rely on 

the self-reporting of the students, which mayor may not 

have been reported with 100% accuracy. 

4. Tacit knowledge of the background of the people I 

studied may have caused me to blur or omit details when 

translating the data. On the other hand, Burgess (1984) and 

Wax (1971) contend that this knowledge is an advantage. Wax 

states that secondary socialization does not supply the 

fieldworker with the same authority as the native. "However 

intimate and extensive an experience, no period of living 

with another culture can fully compensate for the lack of 

childhood experiences therein" (po 74). Similarly, according 

to Burgess, "many ethic and racial cultures are distinct 

from middle class white cultures with the result that the 

differences may impede the connection between the researcher 

and researched" (po 105). For example, he reports the 

difficulties of a researcher who studied a Chicago slum 

where Italians, blacks, Puerto Ricans, and Mexicans lived: 

"After a close inquiry, one old Italian lady announced with 

peals of laughter: 'Geraldo, you're just an American.' She 
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did not mean it as a compliment and afterwards I remember 

being depressed" (p. 91). 

5. Most ethnographies take place over months or years. 

My time covered the last four weeks of the school year. 

Because I was primarily interested in educational 

aspirations, however, I hope to have obtained the most 

accurate picture of their aspirations and plans by 

interviewing them just prior to graduation. Furthermore, Wax 

(1960) observed that a person with significant insight "may 

in a few hours learn more from one informant, be he friendly 

or hostile, than a person lacking insight will learn in 

months" (p. 90). Although I do not claim to possess such 

exceptional insights, my entree and acceptance was immediate 

and I found the students to be refreshingly frank. 
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This chapter will include eight areas of research 

relevant to the present study: (1) educational 

stratification; (2) pedagogical and curricular practices in 

schools; (3) gender and education; (4) single sex education; 

(5) Catholic education; (6) the two-year sector; (7) 

educational attainment and destination; and (8) ethnographic 

accounts of working class youth. Instead of presenting an 

exhaustive list of current literature I have chosen to 

analyze specific research that reveals the spectrum of 

struggles which face the working class. 

Educational Stratification 

In their book, Persistent Inequality, Shavit and 

Blossfield (1993) used a cross-national collaboration 

approach by drawing on a team of scholars from 13 countries 

to reveal the extent to which educational opportunities have 

opened up in various countries. The countries included were 

the United States, the (former) Federal Republic of Germany, 

the Netherlands, Sweden, England and Wales, Italy, 

Switzerland, Taiwan, Japan, Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, 

and Israel. Each native researcher had an intimate 

understanding of the country in question and each employed 
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very similar statistical models. Although there was a 

uniform trend of expansion in the above societies, no 

uniform outcome was found with respect to educational 

inequality. In most cases, expansion did not provide a 

greater equality of educational opportunity among 

socioeconomic strata. "Even in extreme cases of industrial 

transformation (such as Taiwan, Japan, and Italy) and 

radical changes of the occupational structure (Israeli 

Arabs), the parameters of the educational stratification 

process remains stable" (p. 19). 

Children from lower social classe~ meet very severe 

selection barriers at the earlier educational transitions. 

Only the brightest working class children, therefore, make 

it to the higher levels of the school system, while the 

middle and upper classes progress into secondary schools and 

universities with greater ease. Indeed, Mehan (1992) reports 

that by any criterion, students from working class 

backgrounds do poorly in school. They score lower on 

standardized tests, receive lower grades and drop out of 

high school at a higher rate than do their middle-class 

contemporaries. Eckstrom et ale (1986) studied the 

backgrounds of high school dropouts and those findings were 

disproportionately from low SES families and racial/ethnic 

minority groups. The challenge of higher education 
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attainment by the working class, then, begins well before 

high school graduation. 

Jones et al. (1990) found that while most students 

start with a positive attitude, class differences in 

negative conditioning by teachers change that. Teachers 

exhibit prejudicial behaviors, in part by their lack of 

understanding towards lower class students, causing low 

self-esteem. In time, this low self-esteem creates 

oppositional behaviors which serve to thwart educational 

success. Self-esteem, according to Richman et al. (1985), is 

closely related to self-concept formation, considered the 

most significant developmental milestone of adolescence, and 

has been reported lower in low SES children than that of 

middle-class children. 

What mechanisms, then, are in place in the early stages 

of the educational experience which first drive a wedge 

between the social classes? 

Pedagogical and Curricular Practices in School 

On the one hand, schools effectively socialize children 

of subordinate group origins into the dominant value system 

of the society, consistent with the demands of the 

subordinate groups themselves to educate their children 

(Shavit & Blossfield, 1993). On the other hand, Apple (1988) 

contends that schools sort and select students in a 

hierarchically ordered fashion based on the cultural forms 



24 

of dominant groups. The schools, then, meet the needs of a 

stratified economy, with the working class being prepared to 

do labor-oriented jobs (Bowles & Gintis, 1976). 

Apple (1988) does not reduce the function of schools to 

strictly economic ones, but recognizes that schools are 

cultural, as well. 

By defining certain groups' knowledge as 

legitimate for production and distribution while 

other groups' knowledge and traditions are 

considered inappropriate as school knowledge, 

schools help only in the production of useful 

technical/administrative knowledge but in the 

reproduction of the culture and ideological forms 

of dominant groups" (p. 195). 

Thus, the curriculum in use "creates the symbolic cultural 

capital that is the medium of exchange between teachers and 

students" (Doyle, 1992, p. 499). Students of the various 

social classes vary in the amount of cultural capital they 

possess or accept. Therefore, some, according to Doyle, have 

access to the curriculum in the schools--the middle and 

upper classes--and some, the working and lower classes, do 

not. These mechanisms are further explained in the research 

of Anyon (1980), Bernstein (1990), Carnoy and Levin (1985), 

Delpit (1988), and Mehan (1992). 
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Carnoy and Levin (1985) report the differences in the 

educational experiences of children from two first-grade 

classrooms from different social class backgrounds. One 

school, Huntington, served the upper middle-class students, 

where the majority of fathers were lawyers, physicians, and 

executives. The other school, Smith, served working-class 

students, where two-thirds of the fathers were mechanics, 

technicians, truck drivers, or held other non-professional 

jobs. After 56 and 73 hours of intensive observations were 

spent at Huntington and Smith, respectively, many 

contrasting patterns emerged. 

In Mrs. Jones' class at Smith, the most common strategy 

for getting students to enact the daily regimen was by 

teacher commands. Mrs. Jones would issue orders such as, 

"sit down and get busy," or "I want that done now." The 

second most common strategy was of direct praise or blame 

and a heavy emphasis on the repetition of rules. This type 

of strategy was defined as "external," in which the teacher 

emphasized rules, standards or directions, with the 

responsibility for compliance resting with the teacher. 

Although Mrs. Jones did use internal strategies, the 

external means of control overrode the internal. 

In Mrs. Newman's class at Huntington, the central focus 

of her statements was on academic work, even when students 

misbehaved. For example, she would say, "If you're talking 



26 

to your neighbor you're probably not looking at the clues 

and remembering what the answers are." This mode of control 

was defined as an "internal" strategy, in which the teacher 

treated the child as a self-directed person who was capable 

of handling challenges and taking on responsibilities of her 

or his actions. The responsibility of compliance was then 

placed on the child. 

Statistical results showed that 52% of the strategies 

at Huntington were coded internal, while fewer than 17% were 

coded as internal at Smith. Present and future orientations 

of the two classrooms were examined and the Huntington 

children were constantly reminded of the future consequences 

of their actions. For example, Mrs. Newman would say, 

"You'll be a good scientist," or "You were good artists--now 

you're good authors." Students were regularly kept abreast 

of the high standards which were required at the prestigious 

university nearby. 

The emphasis at Smith was on the present. Future 

consequences were rarely emphasized and rarely were future 

roles mentioned. Second grade was spoken about in a 

foreboding way (Carnoy and Levin, 1985). The emphasis on 

future roles, then, was far greater at Huntington, with Mrs. 

Newman referring to future status and roles about eight 

times as often as Mrs. Jones. 
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Carnoy and Levin (1985) also analyzed show-and-tell 

sessions for teacher expectations about verbal self

presentation skills. Mrs. Jones commented only about half 

the time, with just a few words tersely said as 

presentations ensued. The sessions took place about once 

every three days. 

At Huntington, sharing occurred daily, with Mrs. Newman 

complimenting the students on their sentence structure, 

asking open-ended questions, and closing with thought

provoking remarks. 

In the area of cognitive achievement, at Huntington, 

children were expected to complete their assignments 

carefully and correctly. The teacher meticulously examined 

the work and made comments on individual letters, 

encouraging them to take pride in their work. 

The emphasis at Smith was to complete the assignment. 

The academic work was considered just part of the routine. 

At Huntington, with open-ended questions, feedback, and the 

importance placed on connecting present content to past and 

future domains, the tacit expectation was that the students 

will receive advanced degrees. A much shorter educational 

path was expected of the Smith students. 

These patterns revealed, conclude the researchers, that 

"school differentiate the socialization of the young for 

work along lines that conform to parents' occupational 
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roles" (Carnoy & Levin, 1985, p. 128). Bowles and Gintis' 

(1976) theory posited that working class students are 

groomed for their place in a stratified work force, 

occupying positions which are low on the prestige hierarchy. 

Similar messages were found by Anyon (1980) when 

studying fifth grade teachers in five schools. She observed 

for 10 three-hour periods two working-class schools, a 

middle class school, an affluent professional school and an 

elite professional school. In the working class school, the 

curriculum focused on daily routines and procedures, with 

decisions exclusively teacher-based. The middle class school 

focused on good grades, but did not digress from the 

routinization of the textbooks. The affluent professional 

school, much like Carnoy and Levin's (1985) Huntington, left 

many of the choices and responsibilities to the students and 

encouraged and nurtured critical and independent thinking, 

reflective in the assignments given. The executive elite 

school provided experiences which developed and challenged 

the children beyond that of the other schools. 

Delpit (1988) examines what she calls the "culture of 

power" that exists in society and thus, pedagogically, in 

the classrooms and the educational environment. Although she 

mainly focuses on African Americans, she includes both the 

white working and lower classes in her discussions. In 

analyzing responses to an article Delpit (1988) wrote about 
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skills-oriented versus process-oriented writing instruction, 

she found that many educators of color felt an estrangement 

and an alienation from white process-oriented teachers who 

label them as too "skills-oriented" despite the fact that 

students of color both need and respond to instruction 

oriented this way. Delpit (1988) suggests that the differing 

perspectives on the two writing approaches can lead to an 

understanding of the "silenced dialogue," the silencing of 

educators of color on how to educate their own children. 

Delpit proposes five aspects of power that are "givens" 

in schools. First, issues of power are enacted in 

classrooms--the power of the teacher over the students, and 

of the publishers of textbooks and developers of the 

curriculum to determine the view of the world presented. 

Westbury (1990), Apple (1988), and Doyle (1992), argue 

further that publishers in fact shape the curriculum. 

Second, there are codes or rules for participating in power, 

that is, there is a "culture of power"--linguistic forms, 

communicative strategies, ways of talking, writing, 

dressing, and interacting. Third, the rules of the culture 

of power are a reflection of the rules of the culture of 

those who have power. Those from the culture of the upper 

and middle classes, then, tend to do better in school. 

Fourth, if you are not already a participant in the culture 

of power, being told explicitly the rules of that culture 
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makes acquiring power easier. Delpit (1988) uses the example 

of her trip to Papua New Guinea to illustrate this. It was 

immeasurably easier for her to be directly informed about 

the appropriate customs and nuances of the culture rather 

than to stumble upon them. So, too, for children. Learning 

the culture of power makes learning considerably easier. 

Finally, those with power are frequently least aware of--or 

at least willing to acknowledge--its existence. Those with 

less power are often most aware of its existence. Liberal 

educators oppose direct instruction and explicit power of 

the teacher, such as that found in the literacy instruction 

program, DISTAR. The conflict was not over its instructional 

efficacy, but of the methods used. 

To explore, the differences between progressive white 

educators and educators of color, Delpit (1988) examines the 

underlying assumptions of both camps. A first assumption is 

that "I want the same thing for everyone's children as I 

want for mine." Though liberal educators hold that the 

primary purpose of education is for children to become 

autonomous, develop fully who they are without outside 

standards forced upon them, Delpit (1988) asserts that these 

beliefs reflect the liberal middle class-class, not those 

housed in a less advantaged culture. She maintains that 

these purposes ensure that the power stays in the hands of 

those who have it. Only those children who are participants 
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in the culture of power possess the internalized codes 

(cultural capital) which enable them to succeed in school. 

Bernstein (1990) explores at length why this is so. First, 

for a school's academic curriculum to be effectively 

acquired, two sites of acquisition are necessary, the school 

and the home. As the student gets older, more and more 

schoolwork is expected to be done in the home, and the 

family will be expected to ensure that the pupil has time 

for this work. Consequently, silent space must be available. 

But this is not usually available in homes of the poor, nor 

is pedagogic time available, as often students must work 

outside the home. 

The spatial requirements for what Bernstein calls the 

invisible pedagogy (rules of instruction known only to the 

teacher, invisible to the student, and focused on internal 

consequences--cognitive, linguistic, motivational, and the 

like) would require that most of the tables or desks be 

removed to allow each child freedom of movement. When the 

spatial requirement is translated into family space, large 

families confined to a small space would be less likely able 

to employ an invisible pedagogy than those smaller families 

with more wide open spaces. Further, a family operating with 

a visible pedagogy--space is classified, objects are fixed 

positions, for example--generally have a "leave the space as 

you find it" user rule most likely found in families 
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disadvantaged by class or ethnicity. A family operating an 

invisible pedagogical spatial grid--with spaces weakly 

marked and rules regulating movements of persons and 

practices less constraining--is more likely to use the "make 

your own mark" rule, facilitating and encouraging individual 

representation. It is likely, according to Apple (1988), 

Bourdieu (1977), Delpit (1988), and others, that without 

these accoutrements of the culture of power in place, the 

acquisition of school knowledge is not possible, and failure 

is inevitable. 

As has been demonstrated in previous research reviewed 

in this chapter (Anyon, 1980; Carnoy & Levin, 1985), the 

specific knowledge that is acquired differs according to the 

social class composition of the schools. Whose knowledge, 

then,is of what worth? Does the knowledge of survival 

techniques in a rat-infested tenement count as "worthy" 

knowledge? As Apple (1988) states: "Out of an entire 

universe of possible knowledge, only a limited portion is 

recognized as official knowledge, as knowledge 'worthy of 

being passed on to future generations'" (po 196). Those in 

control of schools decide which knowledge is considered 

legitimate and those in schools make up the rules and define 

meanings through elaborate enactments (Mehan, 1992). Mehan 

calls these rules "constitutive rules." This constitutive 
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work operates most notably in educational testing sessions. 

Mehan explains: 

... a psychologist decides whether a student's 

answer is correct or incorrect and tabulates a sum 

of such answers to count as the student's 

intelligence quotient .... A similar process 

unfolds in the flow of classroom lessons when 

teachers judge the correctness and appropriateness 

of students' answers, the accumulation of such 

judgments often resulting in the placement of 

students in ability groups .... Educators' 

constitutive action also determines whether 

students' behavior should result in their 

placement in different educational tracks. 

It operates in counseling sessions when counselors 

meet with students to design curricular choices 

(p. 11). 

The hidden social expectations mirror the future 

occupational roles of students reflected in the varying 

curricula and specific knowledge, supporting Delpit's (1988) 

contention that those in power categorically work to attain 

the present power structure in which they dominate. 

Parents want assurances that the schools will provide 

the unwritten codes that will allow them success in the 

larger society. They view "dialect readers," introduced by 
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white middle-class liberal educators, as dooming their 

children to a permanent outsider caste, Delpit says. Delpit 

does not suggest that the homes of the poor and non-white 

children change, but rather, that schools provide these 

children with the same content that more privileged families 

provide. 

Delpit reports that a second assumption is "Child

centered, whole language, and process approaches are needed 

in order to allow a democratic state of free, autonomous, 

empowered adults, and because research has shown that 

children learn best through these methods." Little research 

supports this tenet, and there is no evidence that such 

approaches are more efficacious for children of color, 

according to Delpit. Furthermore, McCaslin and Good (1992) 

report that small group instruction does not necessarily 

lead to assignments that stimulate creative thinking or the 

integration of ideas. Much of it focuses on drill and 

discrete concepts, and often increases the time teachers 

spend on management, leaving less time for instruction. And 

since students will be judged on "product," Delpit feels 

that teachers should not suggest teaching style is not 

important. One caveat, however. While Lazerson et al. (1985) 

argue that too many children have not been taught basic 

skills when they leave our schools, an emphasis on outcome 

leads to increased funding for students with the highest 
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test scores, and excellence is achieved at the expense of 

equality. Delpit (1988) minimally addresses test scores, 

which were found to be an exclusionary device affecting the 

poor, minorities and handicapped (Madaus, 1988). Madaus 

further found that many students who failed graduation tests 

the first time dropped out of school and never took the test 

again. These tests, then, are powerful tools that must be 

sensitively used and constructed to be fair across cultures. 

Those that construct them should be people from all social 

classes and a variety of racial and ethnic groups. 

Since students of the nondominant culture respond to a 

more structured pedagogical style, feeling that they have 

been denied access to the teachers source of knowledge, 

attending to a blend of teaching styles is more the point. 

Resnick (1987) support this view, urging educators to 

develop both comprehension and strategic abilities of 

students since long years of drill "basics" before thinking 

and problem solving are demanded may be the source of major 

learning difficulties in elementary school. Brown, Collins, 

and Duguid (1989) call for teaching to be more 

contextualized. What is to be learned should be placed 

within the situations in the culture in which it exists. 

This has many possibilities for students of nondorninant 

cultures. Their culture, then, would become the culture of 

power and the "situation" in the school gives them patterns 
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to follow in real life, and enables those of the culture of 

power to experience another, shared, reality. 

A third assumption is that black children and children 

of low socioeconomic origins expect an authoritarian in the 

classroom. "It is really a shame but she (that black teacher 

upstairs) seems to be so authoritarian, so focused on skills 

and so teacher directed. Those poor kids never seem to be 

allowed to really express their creativity (And she even 

yells at them.)." When the teacher acts more like a peer, 

the teacher is seen as having no authority. Delpit contrasts 

the verbiage found in the homes of working and of the 

middle- and upper-classes to explain. Middle-class parents 

often ask questions with the tacit understanding that it is 

a directive. "Isn't it time for your bath?" means to both 

child and parent that it is, in fact, bath time. By 

contrast, a working class mother would tell her child to 

take a bath. Had she phrased it like the former, it would be 

understood as being offered an alternative. If commands are 

veiled in the classroom, the working and lower class children 

will ignore them and likely will be labeled behavior 

problems. 

A fourth and final assumption is that children have the 

right to their own language, their own culture. Not to push 

children to standards demanded in a program is 

institutionalized racism, Delpit reasons. If a student with 



37 

obvious deficits is allowed to pass through a program not 

only will she/he not get hired, but employers would stop 

looking seriously at students of that race or ethnicity. 

Students should be accepted into a program but faculty 

should then take the responsibility to teach them. Delpit 

says fl ••• pretending that gatekeeping points don't exist 

is to ensure that many students will not pass through them" 

(p. 292). Delpit calls for faculty to work within and 

without the educational system to influence these 

gatekeeping points. Additionally, teachers should encourage 

students to understand the value of the code that they 

already possess, yet understand the power realities that 

exist to work to change these realities. She uses powerful 

examples of how teachers can both instill in children a 

pride in their heritage, an embracing of their culture and 

customs, and yet learn the codes needed to succeed in our 

society. She concludes that careful listening, particularly 

by those with the most power, should take place, holding the 

perspective that people are experts on their own lives. 

Delpit's provoking article, filled with stirring 

ethnographic accounts, offers many salient alternatives for 

the teacher and the larger society. However, she does not 

include the need for resources. Schools marked by poverty 

need more than advantaged ones, and unfortunately schools 

that need the most receive the least (McCaslin & Good, 
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1992). Computer technology lacking in poorer schools 

(Lazerson, et al., 1985) will only serve to widen the chasm 

of the "haves" and the "have nots." Mobilizing resources, 

then, should be seriously considered. 

I am also concerned about the "subversive plot" that 

many researchers attribute to the teachers. I think that 

when these practices occur, it is more out of ignorance than. 

intention, knowing how difficult and rigorous the teaching 

profession is, and its low salaries. Calculated and 

conscious attempts to subvert the efficacy of the lower 

classes less applies to teachers than those who possess real 

power--administrators, publishers, politicians, and the 

like. 

The impact of school practices extend beyond the 

geographic confines. Mehan (1992) summarized Lareau's (1987, 

1989) findings which focused on the differences of parent

school relations in a white working class neighborhood. 

Working class parents had limited time and disposable income 

to participate in school activities and engage themselves in 

children's schoolwork. Middle-income parents had the 

flexibility and resources to manage child care, 

transportation, and the time it took to meet with teachers 

or participate in school activities. At a recent Parent's 

Information Night at my son's upper middle class elementary 

school, these distinctive class-based messages were given to 



39 

the parents as to the roles they were to play. The teacher 

said, "I can't do (a special project) in here and centers on 

the patio with 24 kids without you parents. I need one 

parent for each of these days." She then pointed to a poster 

which listed days, dates, and lines for signatures beside 

each. Her voice was commanding; signing was not presented as 

an option. There was a tacit understanding that both parents 

did not work. The few of us who did were then hindering our 

child's academic growth, we were made to believe. Moreover, 

the few children whose parents both worked were singled out 

as being the outcasts. Children are very aware of whose 

parents help and whose do not. The teacher managed to 

ostracize both parent and child with that requisite poster 

board exercise. 

Although teachers asked parents to become involved with 

homework, Mehan (1992) reports that parents from low-income 

families felt inadequate for the task and less likely to 

raise issues with the teachers. Middle-class parents felt 

confident to intercede when they felt it necessary. These 

working class strategies, then, did not lead to educational 

success in students, Mehan concludes. 

Researchers concur that students of privileged 

backgrounds are advantaged academically in a variety of ways 

and the students worked in concert, whether cognizant of 

such participation or not, to maintain class privilege. 
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Gender and Education 

It has been demonstrated that the working class have 

been disadvantaged from the earliest stages of the 

educational experience. But because females have been 

subordinately positioned in society and therefore education 

(Moskowitz, 1983), the combined effects put working class 

females in education in an extremely fragile position. It is 

important, then, to explore the effects of class, gender, 

and education. 

Anyon (1983) and McRobbie (1978) contrast experiences 

of working class and middle class girls in school. Both 

found that girls were not passive victims on school grounds; 

nor were they rebellious resisters, however. Anyon described 

that what occurs is a simultaneous process of accommodation 

and resistance. They neither completely reject or completely 

accept their expected social position. They "adapt their 

femininity to their own ends, resist it in subtle ways, and 

use it to ward off its consequences" (p. 26). 

Anyon (1983) applies these concepts when interpreting 

the data from observations of five elementary schools. Three 

schools were working class; in addition to blue collar 

occupations she included in this category technicians, 

firemen, and clerical workers. Two schools were upper middle 

class, which included such occupations as cardiologists, 

lawyers, and bank executives. 
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One hundred girls and boys were interviewed in an 

attempt to discover what they thought about their school 

experiences, their teachers, and their present and future 

lives. Intellectual, artistic, or athletic achievement were 

the first behavior Anyon (19BO) observed to have both 

resistant and accommodative aspects. Attempts to excel 

academically in sports or music demand that the student go 

above and beyond the "good girl" behaviors such as neatness 

and obedience which were found by girls in classrooms. They 

demand perseverance, independence, and aggressiveness, which 

were in conflict with expected behaviors of the girls. Anyon 

describes one upper-middle class girl who played the violin 

excellently. Although she wanted to play the violin when she 

grew up, she was not sure if she would because "strong women 

wouldn't be pretty." Another girl in the same school showed 

leadership and assertiveness in classes and was a talented 

writer. She told Anyon (19B3) that she wanted boys to be 

"better, who wouldn't want that!" Anyon contends that the 

contradiction which exists between the girls' potentials and 

the sexist attitudes toward themselves suggest accommodation 

and resistance. 

Many girls in the working class schools embodied the 

feminine stereotype for little girls. They wore dresses and 

skirts, were quiet in class, and did not partake in 

physically active games on the playground. However, there 
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were times in which Anyon observed exaggerated feminine 

behavior to resist the flow of work assignments, such as 

giggling, blushing, and whispering, or being coy with the 

male fifth-grade teacher. They were using their femininity 

to convince him not to give them so much math. 

In the upper-middle class fifth grade the girls wore 

clothes in which they could be active, such as pants and 

slacks. Many were more assertive in the classroom than the 

working class girls, and were involved in more school 

activities. The teachers encouraged such behaviors and the 

boys expressed their admiration for them. Because they 

assumed more equal roles in the classroom and were 

encouraged to be active, Anyon (1983) believes that there 

was less need for them to use exaggerated femininity to 

achieve their desired ends. 

In summing up her research, Anyon (1983) suggests "that 

most girls are not passive victims of sex-role stereotypes 

and expectations, but are active participants in their own 

development" (p. 33). 

McRobbie (1978) was interested in the culture of 

working class girls, and the contradictions and conflicts 

which the girls had to "deal with and accommodate." She 

found that they believed that housework and children were 

unavoidable and unalterable. How they came to terms with 

their destiny was their solidarity with each other, 
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"withstanding time and married life . and their 

immersion in the ideology of romance" (p. 98). For example, 

any girl who used contraceptives with a casual date would be 

viciously criticized since such "calculated, premeditated 

action totally contravenes the dominant code of romance" (p. 

98) . 

Because the girls related to each other on the 

commonality and shared experience of the female role, 

McRobbie (1978) suggests that exploring the shared culture 

of what "working class" means is more useful than exploring 

simply their feminine, adolescent consciousness. McRobbie 

(1978) first discusses the way that both schools and the 

girls themselves determine the future of the working class 

and middle class. The working class are directed to jobs 

requiring marginal skills, and the middle class are directed 

to a short-lived career in the professions. 

McRobbie (1978) found that the girls underachieved as 

they approached adolescence. They saw themselves in a 

competitive, antagonistic relationship with the middle class 

girls. In school, they felt that they were failures 

academically, yet successes regarding their social life. 

Similar to the findings of Anyon, McRobbie (1978) states: 

I have argued that class and sex impose on the 

girls in such a way as to force them into 

contradictory positions: in the school they 



express their class identity by and large in 

female and feminine terms, and in the family they 

recognize that somehow the code of romance doesn't 

deliver the goods. Yet despite this they cannot 

envisage future without romance or children (p. 

106) . 
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Tensions did not exist in the family as they existed 

between teachers and students. Relationships with parents 

were important, yet their outlook about their own marriages 

and families were not unrealistic. They did not expect that 

romance would last forever. They realized that marriage 

would be an economic necessity and fully expected to assume 

their roles as wives and mothers, given their restrictive 

social place. McRobbie (1978) concludes: 

The culture of adolescent working class girls can 

be seen as a response to the material limitations 

imposed on them as a result of their class 

position, but also as an index of, and response to 

their sexual oppression as women. They are both 

saved by and locked within the culture of 

femininity (p. 108). 

The culture of femininity and romance of which McRobbie 

(1978) speaks is the basis of Holland and Eisenhart's (1990) 

research. They wondered why so many women with strong 

academic backgrounds and career goals in place when entering 
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college changed their plans so drastically when they left. 

They found at the end of an eight year study at two co-ed 

institutions that a culture of romance on campus culminated 

in the belief that their attractiveness to men is more 

important than anything else. The women devoted considerable 

time and energy going to bars, mixers, and parties where 

they would meet, socialize with, and enter into romantic 

relationships with men. Holland and Eisenhart (1990) found 

that women spent hours discussing who was attractive and 

why. They really did not know about or were interested in 

college majors. When they graduated they had "little solid 

identification with a career, lower academic and career 

achievement than they attended, and with lesser credentials 

and training than they had expected" (p. 206). Holland and 

Eisenhart (1990) found that patriarchy is mediated by the 

peer group, not by school officials "who are socially 

distant in age and authority, but by peers who may sleep in 

the same room .. . " (p. 221). 

The intersection of race and gender, the differences 

between black and white women did not overshadow the 

importance of gender barriers. Both groups were on the 

"sexual auction block" involved in finding and nurturing 

romance. Both groups faced a system in which they were left 

to develop careers on their own, and futures on their own. 
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privately, not publicly. 
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The researchers concluded that the women in the study 

acquiesced to the social structures of male privilege in the 

United States. They did not consider, however, that the 

women's stated goals may not have been their real goals when 

entering college, and thus, never really changed. This is 

entirely possible, given their almost immediate engagement 

in social activities and focus of conversations. 

Why are Holland and Eisenhart's findings so surprising? 

Certainly, socialization begins at birth when differences in 

expectations based on gender are nurtured by parents. This 

was played out in an experiment with mothers who did not 

believe in treating boys and girls differently. Mothers were 

presented with a five-month-old baby, identified as "Beth" 

(dressed in pink) or "Adam" (dressed in blue) and were asked 

to play with the baby. "Beth" was offered a doll, cuddled 

and talked to more frequently than "Adam," who was held at a 

greater distance, was not as verbally communicated with, and 

was offered a train with which to play. Mothers knew "Beth" 

was a girl because of her soft and sweet features; they knew 

"Adam" was a boy because his features were strong and his 

body muscular. However, "Beth" and "Adam" were the same baby 

(Datan & Hughes, 1985). If socialization begins at birth, 

does this predestine women of all classes to pursue this 
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romantic code above all else? Are educational systems "off 

the hook"? 

Sadker and Sadker (1991) demonstrate that a hidden 

curriculum is in place which favors males and systematically 

forces women to take on subservient roles in schools. They 

define a hidden curriculum as one that "prepares students to 

enter a world of mores, norms, and biases that go 

unannounced to the public and sometimes unnoticed by 

educators themselves" (Sadker & Sadker, 1991, p. 57). They 

suggest that it is this hidden curriculum that prepares 

girls and women for second class jobs. 

The hidden curriculum is enacted in several ways, in 

teacher attention and verbal evaluation, in sex-segregated 

programs and classes, in the curriculum itself, and in 

administrative personnel. Sadker and Sadker report that at 

the elementary levels, teachers interacted more with boys in 

four major areas: disapproval, approval, instruction, and 

listening. At the middle school levels, boys received more 

academic contacts and asked more complex and abstract 

questions. At the high school level, boys were asked more 

direct and open-ended questions, received more teacher

initiated work contact and more total positive teacher

student contact. Preschool teachers gave boys attention 1.5 

times more frequently than girls. Teachers praised boys more 

frequently and were 2.5 times as likely to engage in 
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extended conversations with them. Many more incidents were 

documented. 

Sadker and Sadker (1991) describe another phenomenon 

which is an outgrowth of differential treatment girls 

experience in classrooms. It is called "learned 

helplessness." Children perceive their failure as 

insurmountable due to factors they cannot control, such as 

lack of ability. Girls are more likely than boys to exhibit 

this learned helplessness, and therefore less often show 

improved performance. Those who perceive that failure can be 

changed or modified more often show improved performance. 

Interestingly, it has been found that when teachers 

criticize boys, they attribute their academic inadequacies 

to lack of effort. Yet, with girls, lack of effort was 

seldom cited as the reason for their intellectual 

inadequacy. 

Regarding course selection and fields in which students 

major, Sadker and Sadker (1991) report that females are less 

likely to enroll in math, science, and computer science 

courses in high school and college. Women earn 88% of the 

degrees in health-related careers, and only 6% of those in 

mechanical engineering technologies at the college level. 

Boys outnumber girls two-to-one in computer science courses 

at the high school level, while the enrollments are reversed 

in clerical business education courses. 
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Like Holland and Eisenhart (1990), Sadker and Sadker 

(1991) report that peer group pressure weighs heavily when 

career choices are made, finding that students value 

popularity over academic success. In addition, females were 

found to perceive male peer disapproval if a woman used her 

intelligence, which had a negative effect on the enrollment 

in math and sciences by females in high school. 

The authors report that language use has brought about 

more sex bias in the classroom, both with the often used 

words "he" or "man" when referring to all people and the 

negative terms used to describe women. Datan and Hughes 

(1985) report that a male teacher addressed his fifth and 

sixth grade boys as "sir" and girls as "dear", "the former a 

term of respect, the latter an inappropriate intimacy" (p. 

177) . 

Sadker and Sadker (1991) report that girls from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds are less likely to plan for 

college than those of affluent families, not surprising 

since the lack of funding often precludes such options. 

However, when forced to choose, families opted 80% of the 

time to send their sons over their daughters to college. 

Sadker and Sadker (1991) suggest that educators combine 

forces to affect change. They suggest that curricular 

materials be analyzed for bias, that K-12 and college 

teachers participate in inservice training regarding 
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equitable classroom interactions, that school boards review 

strategies and reconsider evaluation and test score methods, 

and that counselors ensure that opportunities not be denied 

to any girls. 

All points lead to another viable alternative to be 

considered to eliminate gender bias in schools--single sex 

education. The next section will review findings on the 

effects of such an education. 

Single Sex Education 

Do single-sex schools advantage females? Farrant 

(1991), Harris (1985), and Rice (1990) report that the 

evidence is conflicting regarding the positive relationship 

between single sex schooling and academic achievement. 

According to Rice, girls show greater academic interest, 

task orientation, higher school achievement, and a tendency 

to enroll in "nontraditional" subjects such as math and 

science. She also states, however, that no differences have 

been found between single sex and coed schools in terms of 

university achievement or performance on national 

achievement tests, or attitudes or achievement in math. 

Further, the coed environment offers greater social benefits 

(Harris, 1986). Dale (1974), a strong opponent of single sex 

schools, stresses that the social benefits help students 

adapt to society and that schools should reproduce the 

composition of the family. 
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Farrant (1991), educated in an all-female Catholic 

school such as the one in the present study, concedes that 

conclusions are mixed regarding the benefits but states: 

Despite the rigidities of the 1950s Catholicism, and 

the endless school rules stipulating the length of our 

uniforms and the height of our socks, the style of our 

hair, and the modesty of our demeanor--my four years in 

that all-female environment were liberating and 

exhilarating in ways I know would have been impossible 

for me in a coed setting .... It never occurred to me 

that a woman couldn't do or be anything, even within 

the confines of the unliberated fifties (p. i). 

There are intrinsic benefits, then, that one acquires 

from a single-sex institution that are not quantifiable but 

no less invaluable in terms of the student's outlook about 

herself, her capabilities, and her world view. 

Single sex education at all levels is on the decline, 

Farrant (1991) reports, despite the fact that it appears to 

be working quite well. The teachers at the last public 

single-sex high school in the United States, the 

Philadelphia High School for Girls, view their school as a 

teacher's paradise, where they can offer advanced 

placement math to a packed house, crack a joke 

without losing control of the class, and teach 

without stopping every ten minutes to ask for 



attention. Substitute teachers confess that they 

actually enjoy stepping in (p.i). 

The lack of socialization with the opposite sex seems 

irrelevant if one considers the benefits accrued. 
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Arnot (1983) suggests that social class is a factor in 

the discussion of single-sex education because middle class 

parents usually choose this type of schooling. However, Hout 

et ale (1993) report that Catholic schools are affordable to 

working class families because their tuition is reduced due 

to contributions from parishes and donations, and lower 

instructional costs, because many teachers are in religious 

orders. 

The next section will discuss Catholic education, the 

likely route for working class girls to experience a single 

sex institution. 

Catholic Education 

Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore (1982) found many benefits 

of attending Catholic schools. Among them, they report that 

the schools produce better cognitive outcomes and produce a 

safer, more disciplined and ordered environment than do 

public schools. Fewer fights and an increase in teacher 

interest and amount of homework (therefore, greater academic 

demands) were found. Catholic schools provide primarily 

academic programs, they report, and have fewer vocational 



and technical programs. Over 70% specialized in college 

preparation curricula. 
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Little evidence was found concerning character and 

personality development or that they were more successful in 

creating an interest in learning than in public schools. No 

direct evidence was found that the student/teacher contact 

or efficiency (lower cost) was greater in Catholic schools. 

The expectations and aspirations of students in Catholic 

schools were just somewhat higher. 

Alexander and Pallas (1985) challenge Coleman, Hoffer, 

and Kilgore's (1982) well-known claim of the positive 

effects of Catholic schools on cognitive achievement. 

Coleman et ale compared the effectiveness of public and 

Catholic schools using cross-sectional data from the High 

School and Beyond Project (a mUltipurpose nationally 

representative longitudinal study of American high school 

students). They did not measure test performance before high 

school and therefore were not able to adjust for ability 

differences that might have predated high school. The 

superior performance found, Alexander and Pallas (1985) 

suggest, might well have occurred because such schools 

enroll better students in the first place and thus deem 

their evidence suspect. 

Alexander and Pallas (1985) used aggregate sophomore

to-senior differences as a yardstick and found that many of 



54 

Coleman et al.'s (1982) conclusions were not sustained. They 

found that the relationship of student background 

characteristics to patterns of cognitive development between 

the sophomore and senior years is very similar in public and 

Catholic schools. They state, "It is not the case, then, 

that minority students and students from low SES households 

are more successful in Catholic schools than in public 

schools" (pp.124-125). 

If students, particularly from lower social class 

backgrounds in Catholic schools do not outpace those in 

public schools, parents must ask themselves if the financial 

burden incurred by sending children to Catholic schools is 

worth the investment. Purely academic reasons, however, do 

not fully explain the value of Catholic schools, 

particularly single-sex ones, as the findings in the present 

study will show. 

An interesting finding from Alexander and Pallas' 

(1985) research was that 40% of all seniors scored below the 

sophomore average across a rather wide range of cognitive 

criteria after two additional years of schooling! They 

assert that only two conclusions are possible: "Either the 

HS&B tests are not sufficiently sensitive to what is taught 

in school, or there is not much cognitive growth altogether 

during the last two years of high school" (p. 125). If the 
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latter is true, the alarm should be sounded for all school 

sectors. 

The focus of this chapter will now shift to higher 

education, with a discussion of college sectors, and 

educational attainment factors. 

The Two-Year Sector 

An examination of the two-year and vocational sectors 

is important because so many working class students, 

including those in the present study, use this route to 

attend higher education. Vocational training, according to 

Shavit and Blossfield (1993) opens employment opportunities 

in a wide range of occupations and is attractive to those 

from lower socioeconomic backgrounds because it provides 

rapid access to a skill. 

Hollenbeck (1993) examines the differences between 

students who have pursued technical programs from those who 

have pursued academic programs and from those who have not 

pursued any postsecondary education. He presents evidence 

concerning the relationship between economic outcomes and 

grades earned and the degree to which the labor market 

rewards credentials. 

He found that much higher percentages of individuals 

with some postsecondary education reported receiving formal 

on-the-job training than their non-attender counterparts. 

Postsecondary technical education attendees had a 16% hourly 
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wage advantage over non-attendees and a 21% annual earnings 

advantage. Higher education attendees had a 22% wage 

advantage and a 32% annual earnings advantage over 

individuals who pursued postsecondary technical education. 

Postsecondary technical education as well as higher 

education bestow considerable wage rate and earnings, 

therefore. Interestingly, Hollenbeck reports that men with 

short durations of attendance, particularly in postsecondary 

technical education, who do not receive a credential and who 

do not receive a high grade point average, do worse than 

nonattenders. For example, Hollenbeck (1993) found that a 

male who attended higher education for 36 months, received a 

bachelor's degree and a 3.5 GPA is predicted to have a wage 

advantage of 15% over a male who did not attend. A male with 

four months of postsecondary technical education who did not 

receive a credential and had a 2.0 GPA is predicted to have 

a lower wage rate over an identical male with no 

postsecondary attendance. A woman with 36 months of higher 

education, with a bachelor's degree, and a 3.5 GPA is 

predicted to have a 28% wage advantage over a woman with no 

postsecondary education. A woman who earns a vocational 

certificate from a six-month postsecondary technical 

education program with only a 1.5 GPA is predicted to have a 

15% wage advantage over a nonattender. 
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Pursuing postsecondary education credentials, whether 

in vocational certification or a bachelor's degree, 

certainly yields significant wage increases over those who 

do not attend at all. While a bachelor's degree yields the 

highest economic returns of the three populations, it is a 

particularly strong effect for women. 

Since the bachelor's degree often yields greater 

returns than two year degrees in many occupations (Fox, 

1992) what characteristics facilitate the transfer from four 

year schools? Lee and Frank (1990) investigated the 

importance of social and academic background factors on the 

probability of transfer. Using a random sample of 2500 

students who entered community college within two years of 

graduation from high school, they found that only 24.3% of 

those students, by four years after high school graduation, 

had transferred to a four-year college. Moreover, the 

average social class of the community college students in 

the sample was halfway between those who exclusively worked 

and those who attended four-year institutions. The student 

who transfers, then, according to the findings of Lee and 

Frank (1990) is one of a higher social class, has lower 

probabilities of being minority or female, a higher 

probability of being from the academic track in high school 

with higher test scores and grades in high school and 

possesses higher educational aspirations. The researchers 
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found that it is social class, not race or ethnicity, that 

ultimately leads to higher education persistence. "Being a 

minority, per se, is not a hinderance to persistence" (p. 

191) . 

It is the students who are relatively better at entry 

that transfer. Community colleges "do not transform 

nonacademic students into academic performers" (Lee & Frank, 

1990, p. 191). Lee and Frank concluded that "it is only 

those who could attend four-year college in the first place

-by virtue of higher family income and better academic 

preparation and motivation--who appear to be taking 

advantage of this inexpensive alternative" (p. 191). 

While Lee and Frank and others (Brint & Karabel, 1989; 

Clark, 1960; McDonough, 1991) suggest that the community 

college may perpetuate social stratification in higher 

education, Cohen and Brawer (1991) argue that it offers 

access to those who otherwise would not be able to attend 

college because of costs or academic preparation. Further, 

the 24.3% who transfer, 180,000 students a year, is hardly 

an insignificant number. Where do the pundits of the 

community college suggest the less privileged go? Rather 

than blame the community colleges for the global social 

injustices, they are, in many ways, to be applauded. Where 

weaknesses exist, policies must be enacted to facilitate 

transfer to four-year institutions. Closely tracking grades 



of low SES students by counselors, for example, can 

increase. 

59 

The effects of attending two-year and four-year 

colleges and completing the bachelor's degree were studied 

by Velez (1985). He found that a student who started in a 

four-year institution had a 19% higher probability of 

finishing than one who started in a two-year institution. 

Other variables, however, also exert substantial effects on 

finishing. He found that students from high SES families 

were more likely to finish than students from low SES 

families. The effects of religious backgrounds proves to be 

large. Being Jewish increased a student's probability that 

she will finish by 25%. Velez (1985) found like Lee and 

Frank (1990), that whites did not have an advantage over 

nonwhites in college completion. 

Students enrolled in an academic track in high school 

were found to have only a slight advantage over others in 

finishing college. However, Velez (1985) reports that the 

effects of college grades were larger. An A average yielded 

a 34% higher probability of finishing than a C average. 

The students who, in their senior year of high school, 

desired to obtain a college degree and students who were 

uncertain of college plans had larger predicted 

probabilities of finishing than those with no college plans. 



60 

The largest significant effect on the probability of 

finishing college was living quarters. Velez (1985) reports 

that students who lived on campus were 43% more likely to 

finish college than students who lived off campus, and those 

who had work-study jobs were 23% more likely to finish. The 

researcher attributes these large effects to the exposure of 

peer influences who encourage studying and increase 

achievement goals. Living and working on campus increased 

the socialization to academic life, and, being in the 

company of other students, made their "academic performance 

more public." Two-year college entrants who worked on 

campus, Velez (1985) found, had greatly increased their odds 

of finishing. Unfortunately, while 34% of the four-year 

college students in the study lived on campus, only 13% of 

the two-year students were able to do so. Again, class-based 

factors came into play regarding educational persistence 

because only those who can afford to live on campus can do 

so. Moreover, only those who fit the traditional college age 

of college attendance would desire to live on campus. Thus, 

the older students, working and attending classes part-time 

or waiting until capital had accrued, the working class 

students, decrease their chances of college completion. 

Velez (1985) suggests that policies aimed at increasing 

the amount of campus housing and work-study jobs will 

increase the rate of college completion. For those from low 
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SES backgrounds, this sounds like only a band-aid measure 

because it is not the amount of housing that hinders them, 

it is the cost. If work-study jobs are increased, will there 

be enough to go around and for adequate pay and hours? An 

increase in jobs, however, is a start. 

For years researchers have explored the factors which 

affect educational attainment (for example, Jencks & 

Riesman, 1968). Those factors are many and varied but social 

class consistently found to be significant. Research by 

Velez (1985) served as a springboard for this next section 

which explores factors influencing attainment. 

Educational Attainment and Destination 

One reason that students from less privileged 

backgrounds attain less schooling is the lack of capital 

(Boudon, 1974). Students from more affluent backgrounds 

should acquire more schooling because they have the ability 

to invest in it. However, the lower postsecondary rates of 

lower-status groups are related to the complex relationships 

of socioeconomic background, high school experiences and 

attitudes, not to strictly financial factors (Hearn, 1984). 

Social class has been named by a number of scholars as 

the overriding factor that affects educational attainment 

(Brint & Karabel, 1989; Jencks & Riesman, 1968; Fox, 1992; 

Parker & Summers, 1993; Karen, 1990; Rumberger, 1992; Shavit 

& Blossfield, 1993, and many others). McDonough (1991) 
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reports that lowest SES students are less likely to have 

applied to or attended college than higher SES counterparts 

with similar academic records. Among the highest achieving 

students of both backgrounds, 86% of the highest SES group 

attended college, while 60% of the lowest SES attended. She 

also reports that minority and poor students are less likely 

to start or finish college and more likely to attend low 

prestige institutions or colleges with the highest dropout 

rates, particularly women. 

Hearn (1984; 1991) also found that nonacademic factors, 

particularly socioeconomic background, affected college 

destination. Students from lower-income families were 

particularly likely to attend lower-selectivity institutions 

regardless of academic ability, achievement, and 

expectations. He found that it was class-related factors 

(parental income and education) more than ascriptive factors 

(ethnicity, rate, and sex) that resulted in inequity in the 

college choice process. 

One-parent households negatively affect educational 

attainment, according to Mulkey et al. (1992). While Milne 

et al. (1986) state that it is the poor economic condition 

that impacts attainment, Mulkey et al. found that the poorer 

economic condition of father-absent homes has little impact 

on grades or test scores but students' absences, 

misbehavior, and nonperformance does. Whatever the 
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homes are less likely to respond to schooling. 
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In his research on the effects of ethnicity and 

religion on educational attainment, Sander (1992) found that 

family economic background is more of a determinant of years 

of schooling. That is, he found that parents' schooling and 

father's occupational prestige have highly significant 

positive effects on educational attainment. When these 

parental endowments and location (rural being at a 

disadvantage) are taken into account, ethnic and religious 

effects on schooling are generally of less consequence, 

particularly for men. 

Crowley and Shapiro (1982) and Bellamy and Guppy (199l) 

report that parents' perceptions and attitudes influence the 

college attendance of their children. Bellamy and Guppy 

found that for women, counselors also exerted a strong 

influence. Interestingly, they found that the women's 

mothers steered their daughters to the two-year, as opposed 

to the university sector. They did not speculate as to why 

this was the case. 

Does meritocracy matter? In studying the selection 

process of Harvard College, arguably the most prestigious 

undergraduate institution in the United States, Karen (1990) 

found that it did matter. He found that the admissions 

office tended to select candidates who were likely to be 
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academically successful, regardless of other 

characteristics. However, certain candidates were favored if 

they happened to satisfy other constituencies as well. Elite 

prep schools have been key suppliers of students to elite 

institutions, Karen reports, and prep-school students who 

were people of color were treated differently from white 

prep school students. "Prep schools represent an opportunity 

to admit 'minorities' who, at the least, have been enmeshed 

in the elite culture--even if their test scores are not 

stellar" (p. 238). Overall, the rate of admission of 

socially elite prep schools was 28.3%, compared to 14.5 

percent from those who attended public schools. Children of 

Harvard alumni, students with "legacy status" were two and a 

half times as likely to be admitted as those without such a 

connection. That is, 40% versus 15%. The dependence on 

alumni support, by way of financial contributions, social 

networking, and voluntary time, were key reasons why the 

children were favored. 

Athletes were admitted at a 48% rate. Factors which 

were suggested to attribute to this burgeoned percentage 

were somewhat related to team success. Athletics also 

played a role in coordinating relations between the Ivy 

League schools which facilitated networking, and television 

revenues accrued the university. This percentage is 

misleading however. Coaches from the Ivy Leagues are very 
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selective recruiters. They do not even speak with potential 

student-athletes until they ascertain their college entrance 

exam scores first. Those who actually apply, then, already 

pass muster in many areas. For example, an Ivy League coach 

visited my husband, the varsity baseball coach of a large 

private high school. He was interested in a player, but told 

my husband that the very minimum that would be acceptable 

was 1100 on the SAT, and that, by no means, guaranteed 

acceptance. 

In a comparison of the prep school and public school 

graduates who attended Harvard, Zweigenhaft (1993) reports 

contrasting results. He found that the Grottlesex graduates 

(most likely to be from upper class backgrounds) differed 

consistently from those from public school graduates (least 

likely to be from upper class backgrounds). Public school 

graduates had the highest college boards and grades. The 

Grottlesex graduates had the lowest boards and grades. 

Public school graduates were especially likely to have 

earned doctoral degrees. In contrast, the Grottlesex 

graduates were especially likely to become lawyers. 

Zweigenhaft (1993) suggests, as did Karen, that "marked 

advantages in admissions have been given to those who 

already have economic privilege" (p. 223). Applying 

Bourdieu's (1977) concepts of cultural and social capital, 

Zweigenhaft observes that the public school graduates seemed 
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to be more committed to cultural capital accumulation 

through academic achievement. The private school graduates 

seemed to place more emphasis on the accumulation of social 

capital. More of these took memberships in country clubs, 

yacht or polo clubs. Both scholars, then, found that 

meritocratic attitudes were more important to some 

populations over others., In addition, class-based factors, 

in part, affected the selection process and future careers 

of graduates. 

Sewell and Shah (1967) found that while the probability 

of enrolling in colleges decreases more for those from less 

economically and socially favored homes than it does for 

favored homes, once in college, the situation changes. Most 

of the handicaps from the home environment are already 

overcome and thus the chances of graduating depend much more 

on ability and much less on family background. 

In sum, of the many factors which affect educational 

admittance, destination and persistence, social class weaves 

through most of them in some way inhibiting a smooth path to 

college attainment. 

The last section of this review offers synopses of 

selected ethnographies of working class high school youth. 

Ethnographic Accounts of Working Class Youth 

In his now classic book, Learning to Labor: How Working 

Class Kids Get Working Class Jobs, Willis (1977) highlighted 



67 

how working class boys, whom he labeled the "lads," often 

functioned to oppose to messages and values of schooling. He 

showed that students were not passive, helpless recipients 

of the socially stratified roles they were destined to 

assume in the workplace, as Bowles and Gintis (1976) and 

other social reproductionists theorized. The lads actively 

carved out their path for themselves. They often subverted 

the teacher's plans, and disrupted and cut classes and 

ridiculed the "earoles," classmates who adhered to the forms 

and practices of the school. The lads sensed that the school 

delivered false promises of upward mobility and thus chose 

to follow their fathers on the shop floor. It was not solely 

the rejection mechanisms of the lads that destined them to 

low-paying jobs. The teachers functioned as coercive 

elements by ridiculing and embarrassing the lads, in a 

sense, enticing them to fail. Willis (1977) concluded that 

the lads "in the end, do the work of bringing about the 

future that others have mapped out for them" (p. 198). 

MacLeod (1987) studied two groups of high school boys 

in a low-income housing project and found that the 

predominantly white group, the Hallway Hangers, exhibited 

much of the same oppositional behaviors as did Willis' lads. 

The other group, the Brothers, consisted of predominantly 

African American boys, exposed to the same depressed 
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conformed to the societal and school rules. 
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One group rejected the American Dream ideology, the 

other depended on its claims. Why? MacLeod reports that the 

Brothers believed that because of affirmative action and the 

civil rights movement, what their parents suffered was not 

going to happen to them. Therefore, if they worked hard, 

rewards would result. Their parents were also a mediating 

force in their lives and asserted control over academics and 

social life and punished accordingly. I found his reasons 

for the Brothers' compliance to be too simplistic. Did the 

Brothers or their parents no longer experience racism 

because of a law and a movement? Or was it because they were 

in one of the bleakest positions to be in our society--poor 

and African American--and believing that would put them in a 

hopeless position with no alternatives? Although as poor as 

the Brothers, the Hallway Hangers had "something over" them

-their skin color--and used that to superiorly position 

themselves in relation to the Brothers. 

MacLeod (1987) clearly demonstrates that groups respond 

to circumstances in diverse ways and emphasizes the need to 

treat the "working class" or other groups very specifically. 

Both MacLeod (1987) and Willis (1977) found that the 

determinism of social reproduction theory is an incomplete 

explanation of what happens in schools. They found that 
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victims become participants. Oppositional behaviors contain 

"not only elements of strength and power, but also, at a 

deeper level, an element of self damnation" (p. 79). 

Wolpe (1988) studied a working class high school in 

London and, as did McRobbie (1978), found that girls resist 

control in schools just as boys do. Their resistance is 

different and less physical; nonetheless, they are not 

passive agents. Wolpe suggests that the students' responses 

to what they were taught gives insight to their view of the 

future. That future was one better than the one their 

parents had, but for both girls and boys, their vision was 

limited. Willis' (1977) lads' idea of the future was to 

smoothly move into their fathers' footsteps on the shop 

floor. For Wolpe's (1988) students, the picture was 

different. Neither the girls nor the boys identified with 

their parents. The boys said they wanted more out of life 

than their fathers had and did not see themselves working in 

the same factories. The girls saw that their mothers were 

tired from working in those same factories, and recognized 

that their mothers did all the housework, as well. While 

they did not approve of the unequal distribution of labor, 

they saw themselves as destined to be married and assuming 

most of the housework. 

Because many of the mothers worked, family 

responsibilities shifted to both the boys and the girls. 
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"Some of the boys had specific tasks--Simon had to polish 

the brass pipes and helped his mother with 'tea things and 

that'" (Wolpe, 1988, p. 253). The girls, however, were 

expected to help at home whether the mothers worked or not, 

but they reported that they avoided housework because it 

interfered with their social life. As the boys' and girls' 

social life increased, their academic pursuits decreased. 

"The notion of working hard was one they recognized. They 

knew that people got on better with qualifications, but they 

did not apply these notions to themselves" (Wolpe, 1988, p. 

254) . 

Expectations of the boys and girls, on the whole, were 

low, but boys saw continued education in the future. None of 

the girls did. But they did anticipate work as a permanent 

part of their lives. They wanted better futures, but did not 

know how to go about it and the schools did not provide 

insightful alternatives to this future. 

Identity construction was the focus of research by 

Valli (1986) and Weis (1990). Valli analyzed the process 

through which a group of working class high school girls 

constructed their identities as office workers. She found 

that girls opted for office training because they saw it as 

sensible and appropriate for a woman. Their choice was not 

determined because of their future aspirations but by the 

cultural acceptability of their choice. Valli asserts that 
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these notions are class-based and to a greater extent, 

gender-based. For example, they received messages that their 

role as office-worker was that of a sex object. The girls 

were informed of how important it was to cultivate a 

feminine, even provocative way to dress if they were serious 

about getting a job or promotion. The issue of appearance 

was regularly discussed in the teacher's evaluation session. 

This was borne out in students' experiences with job 

placement where, even if more qualified, the unattractive 

students were forced to take routinized jobs with minimal 

public contact and the popular, attractive girls obtained 

front desk jobs. 

The girls had to also learn how to control their 

sexuality to avoid "detrimental consequences." The onus of 

the consequences would be placed on the girls, not the 

perpetrators. 

The second dimension of identity was that of office 

worker as wife and mother. The work often paralleled the 

girls' role in the home: picking up after men, repetitive 

daily tasks, making coffee, and keeping men's lives 

organized. 

The social constrictions of masculine and feminine were 

first learned in their homes and continued, then, in the 

school and in the workplace. The acceptance of the feminine 

culture helped them to reconcile the tedious roles they 
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assumed as office workers by "infusing them with meaning, 

purpose, and significance" (Weis, 1990, p. 197). Their 

school experiences, then, served to reinforce their future 

roles in working class society, with an emphasis on 

femininity and subservience in the work place. 

Weiss (1990) looked at the identity formation process 

of white working class youth in a deindustralized economy 

and the day-to-day occurrences within the school which 

impacted this formation. She took seriously "the notion that 

these students are constructing an identity and that this 

identity may be encouraged and/or blocked by a variety of 

interactions within the school itself" (p. 11). Weis was 

interested in the struggle of white working class youth as 

they produce themselves in a society vastly different from 

their parents and grandparents. This was a study, then, of 

social action, not reproduction, because she says there is 

no white working class to be reproduced. She sees schools as 

constitutive of dynamic social movements rather than an 

entity that is reproduced. Weis (1990) studied students in a 

town which suffered a steel mill closing. She speculated 

that this caused students to take a more positive attitude 

toward schooling than those found by Willis, McRobbie, and 

MacLeod. Few disruptions occurred in class and most 

attempted to follow school protocols. However, both students 

and teachers were not involved in the process of learning, 
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but forms of schooling. For example, students would pass 

homework and copy it. Teachers would engage their students 

in routinization such as having them copy down words and 

phrases exactly, to the commas and semicolons, as the 

teacher deemed. While these working class students valued 

schools more highly than those in past studies, 

credentialling, not learning, was the goal. The students 

obtained their diploma but it ensured them that they would 

be prepared for only the lowest level job or nonselective 

schools. While there was a sense among the students that 

college was important, it is interesting that large numbers, 

51.4% of the men and 49.2% of the women, did not even apply. 

Of those who did, males tended to apply at "better" schools, 

while women and minorities more frequently applied to two

year schools. "There is a sense that the educated do not do 

real work" (p. 38). Mental labor was less valued than manual 

because it was seen as feminine. Their sexuality tied them 

to manual labor. 

The boys and girls saw their futures differently. Boys 

saw themselves as the breadwinners while their wives stayed 

home. In contrast, the girls saw obtaining wage labor as 

primary for themselves. Unlike other studies, in which the 

girls did wish to have some form of family identity, it was 

never their first option, but reserved only as a possibility 
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later on. Few girls envisioned marriage to last, no doubt a 

factor in their positioning wage labor first. 

Before Weis' (1990) findings about the girls' future 

aspirations are to be taken too seriously, I am reminded of 

the many conversations my working class girlfriends and I 

had in the early teen years. "Jane," one of the smartest 

girls in elementary and high school, touted since 6th grade 

that she would be the first woman president--only to marry a 

"greasy spoon" cook out of high school and never enter 

college or the work force. Similar stories can be recalled. 

The point is that social class patterns rarely change 

without struggle--internally or externally. 

The parents of these students desperately wanted their 

children to attend college and held no romantic notions 

about their social position. They wanted better lives for 

their children and advised them to leave the area. As 

Boudieu (1977), Bernstein (1990), and others have found, 

parents could encourage but did not know how to direct their 

children to the requisite processes of college entrance. 

Their lack of cultural capital affected their future 

destinations. 

Weis (1990) concludes that the school does not provide 

an arena in which the girls can explore their identities. 

Working class girls in Weis' as in Valli's (1986) study 

defined themselves primarily in terms of home and family. It 



appears, then, that reproductive processes prevail in 

coeducational settings. 

Summary 
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Being born of a specific class does not necessarily 

preclude a limited education, oppositional behaviors, 

leveled aspirations, and stereotypic occupations, although 

scholars for decades have found these patterns to be true. 

Mobility is possible, but difficult for the host of reasons 

outlined in this chapter. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Design 
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My task was primarily two-fold. On the one hand, I 

sought to report the educational aspirations and 

expectations of the students. On the other hand, I wanted to 

tell their stories. That is, I wanted to present portraits 

of working class girls, highlighting their uniqueness, 

humanity, and how they experienced their world. Therefore, 

fieldwork, using the ehtnographic methods of participant 

observation, interviews, and document analysis were 

employed. An ethnographic analysis, according to Cusack 

(1973), brings to the data a first person quality which 

other methodologies lack. 

Over a period of four weeks, toward the completion of 

the school year, data were collected five days per week for 

four weeks from the time class began--8:05 a.m.--to days 

end--2:45 p.m. The aforementioned sociological tools were 

incorporated to answer the research questions. The 

following matrix illustrates the connection between the two. 

Choice of Subjects 

Although the working class includes all racial and 

ethnic groups, I focused exclusively on Caucasian females. 
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Research Question Document Analysis Interview Observation 

Aspirations X X 

Academic Background: 

Students X 

School X X X 

Educational Experiences X X X 

Social Class X 

Higher education institutions provide many selected services 

and grant monies specifically for Hispanics, and African and 

Native Americans, but no special programs are provided for 

working class whites. At the University of Arizona, for 

example, are housed African American Student Affairs, 

Mexican American Studies and Research Center, the Native 

American Research and Training Center and Native American 

Resource Center. It also provides a year-long mentoring 

program for minority women in science and engineering. In 

addition, Rumberger (1982) reports that African Americans 

and Hispanics receive grants more frequently than whites at 

American universities. 

I chose to focus on women because although women 

are attending higher education in numbers near equal to men 

and surpass men at the community college level {Cohen & 
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Brawer, 1991) working class women are poorly represented in 

four-year institutions, particularly prestigious ones 

(Karen, 1991). Moreover, they experience lower rates 

of retention than do men (Jones & Watson, 1990). 

Choice of Case 

Drawing on research in private institutions and all

female institutions and their positive relationship to 

academic achievement, I have chosen to study an all-female 

Catholic high school. I chose this specific school because I 

wanted a "best case" scenario. That is, one in which 

academic conditions for working class girls were ideal. I 

wanted an institution which theoretically eliminated as many 

barriers to higher education as possible and one which 

explicitly encouraged students to continue their formal 

education beyond high school. While it may appear that a 

religious institution might confound the data, Hout et ale 

(1993) report that the private high schools which most 

working class attend are Catholic, which typically cost 

less. They receive subsidies from other diocese, donations, 

and some of the teaching is done by members of religious 

communities who work for lower wages than lay teachers. Non

religious private institutions, they report, tend to be the 

most expensive. In addition, Catholic schools often require 

uniforms in an attempt to eliminate class stratification in 

the school. 
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The all-female piece was important because gender bias 

in the classroom would be eliminated. Sadker and Sadker 

(1991), Anyon (1983) and others document the many ways in 

which males in the classroom confound female success. In 

addition, Rice (1990), Farrant (1990), Hamilton (1985), 

Arnot (1983), and others report academic advantages for 

women who attend single-sex institutions. If a working class 

student, underrepresented in higher education, has ideal 

educational conditions then theoretically she should 

continue her formal education beyond high school. If this is 

found, then interventions might be suggested for public 

schools in order that the playing field might be made more 

level for working class students. If students, despite ideal 

conditions, are not going to school beyond high school, or 

not going to better institutions, why not? 

Sampling and Data Gathering 

School 

The institution studied was a Catholic, academically

oriented high school for girls in a large urban area which I 

have called Seton High School. (All names and places have 

been given pseudonyms for the purposes of anonymity.) It was 

located just outside the city limits and drew students from 

both the city (81%) and the suburbs (19%) from primarily 

working class backgrounds. Many students from the city took 

the city bus into the suburb of Greenway, as the terminal 
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ended just a few blocks of the school. Although the 

difference between the city and the suburb was just one 

street, the distinctions between them were pronounced. To 

one direction of Seton High School, the "city side," were 

vintage 1940s brick apartment buildings, little store 

fronts, such as Gina's Pizza, Dolly's Beauty Hair Salon, 

Rizzo's Appliance Repair, neighborhood taverns, and tidy 

brick two-story houses at an arms length from one another. 

The lots were small, with tiny front lawns and stoops to the 

front doors. Most had small flower beds with some type of 

ornamentation--plastic daisies, jockeys holding lanterns, or 

ceramic animals. On every block, several houses unabashedly 

displayed some Catholic religious symbol--a grotto of the 

Virgin Mary was particularly popular. Riesman et ale (1975) 

report that religious display is often characteristic of the 

working class. 

As one progressed further into the city, the houses and 

parks became smaller, and the houses which dominated the 

area within a mile of Seton gradually gave way to 

predominately taller, older, darker-bricked apartment 

buildings of 10 to 15 stories, with disheveled shops whose 

signs over the storefronts were now in two languages, one of 

which might be Chinese, Spanish, Italian, or Polish, 

depending on the neighborhood. These were the neighborhoods 

from which the city girls came. 
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On the other side of the school, life changed. Many 

houses were larger, newer, tri-level or ranch. style, as 

opposed to the simple houses shaped similar to what one 

might find on a six-year-old's drawing--pitched roofs and 

plain lines--the "city side." Apartment buildings were found 

on this side of Seton as well. But these were whiter, bright 

bricked, and larger per unit, with sliding glass doors 

opening to balconies, and wind chimes and flower pots 

sprinkled among them. Further yet were several acres of 

government land with a river cutting through it. People came 

here, inaccessible by bus, to fish, play frisbee, and picnic 

with families. Many houses in the area were old--but 

stately, large porches with brick and rock exteriors graced 

the half-acre lots. The storefronts were trendier, pastel

shaded and welcoming. Boutiques, ice-cream parlors, and 

artistic galleries gradually replaced the Italian food 

markets, fisheries, and family drug stores seen a few miles 

away. Further yet, one would find townships much like a 

Norman Rockwell painting--large parks with huge oak trees 

and grassy fields, wooded large lots, a town square in the 

middle of the town with cobblestone streets and quaint 

shops. One may find, then, just two miles either side of the 

high school, a slice of Americana or the stark realities of 

urban life. The choice of Seton for my research provided a 

rich source of contrasts from which to study. 
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Entree 

The students' willingness to be interviewed was almost 

instant, which may have been for a number of reasons. (1) 

They were able to get out of study hall, or in some cases, 

class. (2) They were able to talk about themselves and be 

the center of attention. In fact, many opted to skip lunch 

to keep talking, or wanted to continue the next day. (3) 

They would be a part of "history," as, the'word spread 

quickly about who I was and what they thought I was doing. 

(4) They often spoke their minds in classes and with friends 

so sharing was not unfamiliar to them. However, my blue

collar background and shared experiences as an alumna served 

to draw the interviews to more intimate levels, and I 

continually searched for connections at the onset of our 

time together. That is, when I asked for the girls' 

neighborhood location (by cross-streets) and they lived where 

I had, I brought out places I had frequented as a teen. 

When I asked for activities in which they had participated, 

if they had played a particular sport I had played or 

competed at the same park, we discussed those experiences. 

When I asked for fathers' occupations, some, too, were 

machinists or worked the night shift. Some had very high ACT 

scores and I drew on my status as a doctoral candidate to 

connect with the girls. Some were headed for City CC, where 

I attended. It was rare that I was unable to build on 
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several connections to clasen ties with the girls, but our 

blue-collar background surfaced most prevalently. Gardner 

(1989) reflects on this: 

I was always conscious that my environment was 

different from that of my middle class friends-

that I was indeed, an outsider. As a child, I was 

not exposed to art, literature, or music. My 

parents did not read much--other than the Bible 

and Reader's Digest--or value education (p. 68). 

Many girls were Italian, which, particularly for city 

girls, means quick bonding. My husband, from another part of 

the country and from a small town, found it amusing that my 

father chose a company to tuck point his house solely on the 

basis of the (Italian) name of the company. When certain 

groups experience bias, bonding is a quite natural process 

and one tacitly understood by those biased against. For 

example, my father vividly remembers those days as a boy 

when his father had to work demeaning jobs because English

speaking immigrants got the best ones. The difficulties 

that many Eastern Europeans experienced both coming to 

America and during the process of immigration through Ellis 

Island during the first few decades of this century--the 

strip searches, the placing of chalk XS on clothing to 

denote "mental deficiencies"--was not easily forgotten and 
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passed on from generation to generation. Solidarity runs 

deep. 

Probably what caused me to gain the girls' trust and 

confidence more than any other factor was exposing painful 

experiences I had endured when I was a teen. They, in turn, 

could share theirs. It was not easy for both interviewer or 

interviewee and therefore data collection, at times, was 

very draining because of this fluid exchange. 

Some experiences were just funny and we laughed our way 

through interviews. The girls were abuzz with prom plans 

and I unexpectedly found myself ensconced in the topic, as 

well. I was sitting in the faculty lounge one afternoon 

when an older (my age) male teacher approached and asked if 

I had plans for prom. I stammered clumsily just as I had 

over 20 years earlier when a less than popular boy at 

Catholic Boys School asked me to prom. Was it in 1971 or 

1995? At times it was hard to discern. When I spotted some 

girls from Junior Homeroom sitting in a class one day, I 

stood unobtrusively at the back door waiting for our eyes to 

meet, just as I had decades earlier as a high school girl 

with a coveted pass, trying to get the attention of my 

friends stuck in geometry class. My role flowed, then, from 

one of mother, confidant, friend, and advocate. When I 

spoke with my then 15-year-old son long distance about how I 

really liked the girls, he said, "I know, mom, they're just 
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like you!" And he was right. I had returned home again after 

24 years. But returning "home" also had its problems. Like 

Wax (1971), I found that my perceived role differed from 

person to person. For some, I was a sounding board, a 

vehicle with which to air grievances. For others, I became a 

type of poster woman for Catholic girls' schools. One nun 

spoke to me about how wonderful it was that I was "doing 

this," as if dwindling enrollments and funds would be 

bolstered by the upholding of Seton in my writings, which 

obviously was not my purpose. One teacher regularly supplied 

me with Seton success stories. Interestingly, no one really 

asked me why I was there, but it did not matter. They 

believed what they wanted to believe. When I did not show up 

at the annual fun run fundraiser on Sunday morning (because 

I needed a break from the intensity of the week and Seton, 

itself), the development director, once very friendly and 

helpful, avoided me during the duration of my stay. I was 

well aware that many whom I had encountered tacitly 

attempted to manipulate me, but I consciously kept focused 

on my purposes. Being an alumna, then, put me in a 

precarious position at times, which I did not anticipate 

before I began my research. 

At this point, it is important to discuss my attitude 

before I arrived, lest one interpret my findings as biased 

towards the school due to previous alliances. (Exiting 
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issues will be addressed in Chapter 11.) Because of the low 

representation of working class students in higher 

education, I did enter the school with preconceived notions, 

but they were negative ones. Were not all schools, in part, 

responsible for that low representation? I expected to find 

inequities against the girls, both by administrators and 

faculty, as has been so prolifically established in the 

literature. Further, I had residual resentments about the 

school because of some personal experiences there. For 

example, when I attended Seton, the school drew more heavily 

from the wealthier suburbs and financial need was rarely a 

problem. I, on the other hand, had to clean the typing room 

to help defray the cost of tuition. That alone was 

humiliating, but the way the typing nun belittled me was 

almost too much to bear. After awhile, I shared those 

experiences with my mom and she promptly told me to quit. 

She said she and my dad would make tuition payments without 

that job. (She taught me many lessons about love and dignity 

that day when she, a devout Catholic, chose me over "a 

person of the cloth.") Further, why was I not taught about 

scholarships and grants and quality schools? Although very 

academically able to attend a Rl institution, I simply went 

to City CC because like many at Seton, it was close and 

inexpensive. I knew of no other options and certainly, 

neither did my parents. Thus not only did I not expect to 
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sugarcoat my experiences, but I anticipated exposing 

inequitable practices. Much to my surprise, I found 

dedicated, sincere, caring professionals. Often the 

literature about the working class contains black and white 

images of heroes and villains. These one-dimensional 

caricatures simply do not exist. 

In sum, I was rather naive to think that I·could enter 

a setting as an objective researcher, unaffected by past 

experiences. However, I am also convinced that no researcher 

can come into a setting completely objective. She or he 

brings with them their own life's experiences, social class 

background, and belief systems which color the lenses from 

which they view those researched. 

Subjects 

My purposes were to attempt to understand the girls, 

make observations of their school experiences, including the 

interaction with authority figures, and ascertain their 

educational aspirations and future expectations. To 

accomplish this I wanted to both systematically observe the 

same groups of girls and interview many girls. I then chose 

to observe and speak with the same girls in homeroom and 

lunch periods, as well as randomly interview girls in study 

halls. I randomly chose girls by walking in a study hall, 

identifying seniors by uniform color (black sweaters, in 

this case), and asking to speak with them. I was rarely 
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turned down. Sister Karen, President, identified the two 

homerooms I observed but it was, in a sense, random. We were 

discussing whom I might observe while standing in the 

hallway, when both a junior and a senior homeroom teacher 

walked by. Sister Karen then asked them if I might observe 

their homerooms and they readily agreed. The junior homeroom 

served to provide a contrast between the two cohorts. 

In all, I interviewed 60 students and 20 faculty and 

staff. That is, 21% of the senior class (44 girls), 15 

juniors and one sophomore, 13 faculty, four counselors, and 

three administrators. The faculty and staff were randomly 

chosen by my approaching a given faculty, be it in the 

lounge, hall or classroom, and arranging a time to 

interview. I received a list of faculty and their respective 

departments, and did purposively seek at least one faculty 

member per department to ensure a diverse representation. 

Time Sequence and Observations 

My first day on campus was spent shadowing a senior to 

her classes. The subsequent four weeks followed the pattern 

reported in the "Subjects" section. I also attended 

assemblies and randomly sat in on classes. My original plans 

were to follow one peer group and include observations of 

after-school activities, as well. In years past, the boys' 

school next door served as a conduit for social activity 

after school. Now theirs was the world of work; they 
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quickly got on busses, got picked up, or drove themselves to 

their jobs after school. They worked on the weekends, too, 

and as far as they were concerned, the more hours the 

better. I opted then, for breadth instead of depth, yet 

providing for opportunities for observation. Table 1 

represents a typical day. The last week I spent fewer hours 

at the school because the seniors were there for only part 

of the day. 

Documents 

Documents served primarily as background information in 

this study. For example, documents provided support for the 

assertion that the institution's primary focus was academic. 

School newspapers for the entire academic year, 1994-1995, 

as well as press releases, student/parent handbook, and the 

curriculum guide were analyzed. Self-reported college 

entrance test scores and grade point averages provided 

information on students' academic standing. The department 

chair of counseling refused to allow me to see any of the 

student's personal academic documents, as earlier reported. 
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Table 1 

Interview/Observation Schedule 

Period 1 Interview or Observe 

Period 2 Interview or Observe 

Period 3 Homeroom 

Period 4 Interview 

Period 5 Channel One 

Period 6 Lunch 

Period 7 Lunch 

Period 8 Interview 

Period 9 Interview 
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The use of available documents were used in the following 

way: 

Research Focus 

Academic Orientation 

Curricular Description 

Document 

Newspapers, press releases 

student/parent handbook 

Curriculum Guide 

The following chart (adapted from Miles, 1984, p. 38) 

provides a summary of the data sampling in this study. 

Sampling Parameters 

Settings 

Actors 

Events 

Documents 

Possible Choices 

Classrooms, cafeteria, library, 

gymnasium, hallway 

Students, teachers, .administrators, 

counselors 

Class, study hall, meetings, lunch, 

school assemblies 

Curriculum guide, parent/student 

handbook, newspapers 

Data Production 

When Whyte (1955) first attempted to penetrate the 

inner circle of the Norton Street gang, he found himself 

frustratingly without data. Finally Doc, the leader, said, 
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"Go easy on that who what why when where stuff, Bill. You 

ask those questions and people will clam up on you. If 

people accept you, you can just hang around and you'll get 

the answers in the long run without ever having to ask 

questions" (p. 303). Although I did not abandon questions, 

the warning from Doc was a prudent one. Comments (see Snow, 

1982), open-ended questions, and long pauses held sway when 

I was tempted to aggressively question the girls. Valli 

(1986) summed it up well when she said that she tried to be 

around the working class high school girls as much as 

possible "without being a nuisance." Certain areas were for 

kids only, such as bathrooms and locker rooms. They felt 

awkward with her there so she did not accompany them in 

these places. 

With these forewarnings as a backdrop, the following 

section covers the types of questions asked during 

interviews, and observational categories; documents will be 

discussed in the 'Data Analysis' section. As unobtrusively 

as possible, then, my roll as researcher was that of 

learner. Or, as Wax (1971) so aptly put it: 

An ideal participant observer is able to see 

himself as an educated and highly intelligent 

adult, and simultaneously, as a ludicrous 

tenderfoot or Schlemiel who knows less about what 

he is doing than a naive child (p. 370). . . . 



Anyone . . . who does not mind being laughed at or 

considered stupid has the basic orientation 

necessary for a participant observer (p. 371). 

Interviews 
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Spradley (1979) suggests several types of questions 

with which to probe an informant for optimum results. He 

suggests descriptive questions such as the grand tour kind: 

"What do you see yourself doing two years from now?" or 

"Describe the past year at Seton." "Mini-tour" questions 

might include: "Tell me about a typical weekend for you." 

Example questions are also descriptive in nature, such as 

"Can you describe your neighborhood for me?" Native 

questions would ask that the informant answer a question in 

her own words. Structural questions would ask such questions 

as "What are the disciplinary stages at Seton that would 

lead up to a suspension?" And lastly, contrast questions 

comparing cultural scenes: "Compare life at Seton with the 

life that your friends experience in public school." Snow 

(1982) provides invaluable ways to gather data using 

systematic comments. For example, "puzzlement" comments such 

as "I don't follow you" may prompt elaboration. Humorous 

comments can open up delicate areas which put the informant 

at ease. "Replay" comments, or restatements of the 

informant, correctly or incorrectly, will ensure accuracy. 

Using Spradley (1990) and Snow as guides, I constructed a 
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skeletal framework of questions to use which focused on my 

research questions (Appendix A). However, some cases called 

for an elaboration of a topic; others lead to issues not 

germane to the framework. For example, my conversation with 

Peggy about her activities at Seton led to a discussion 

about her being removed from her duties as class vice

president. Laurie's aspirations to do nails led to a 

discussion about college alternatives that she never 

pondered. In those situations, the framework was abandoned. 

Participant Observation 

Spradley (in Burgess, 1984) outlines nine areas with 

which to identify the data. They are speech, actors, 

activities, objects, acts, events, time, goals, and 

feelings. My observations also included language and 

teaching styles: formal or informal conversations, lecture 

vs. discussion format, personal or impersonal mannerisms, 

student/student, student/teacher, and other interactions. I 

looked for ways in which the students complied with teachers 

and school regulations and ways in which the students 

exhibited oppositional behaviors. Where did students sit? 

Did they attend to each other or the teacher? Were they 

engaged in the topic at hand or did they appear ambivalent 

or even disruptive? The issues on which I focused were drawn 

from the research of Weis (1990), London (1978), Valli 

(1986), McRobbie (1978), Willis (1977), and others. 
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My observations were limited to informal interactions 

for the most part, however. That is, I did not regularly 

observe teachers and the courses taught because I focused on 

student perceptions and spent a good portion of the day in 

discussion and interviews. Moreover, I got the sense that I 

made teachers uncomfortable and was not asked nor welcomed 

into classrooms. Excuses were made, such as it was testing 

day or film day, but I was never offered an alternative day 

or time to return. 

Data Analysis 

Background Information 

For data on both student and faculty backgrounds, 

parents' occupation, education, and neighborhood description 

were analyzed for the student (using a combination of 

indicators from McRobbie, 1977; Weis, 1990, and Jencks & 

Riesman, 1977 as my source). Hometown/suburban, K-12 

schools, college, parents' occupation and educational level 

were analyzed for faculty. The data were gathered on charts 

such as presented below. 

Document Analysis 

To determine if the curriculum was academically 

oriented, the required coursework and number of years in 

which mathematics, science, English, and social studies of 

Seton were compared to both an accredited college 
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preparatory high school and the number required for entrance 

to the majority of universities in the state. 

To further discover whether the students were receiving 

positive messages regarding higher education, structures, 

and processes were analyzed, such as the counseling center 

and school newspapers for the year. Because of time 

limitations, counseling observations were not made, but data 

were obtained from student and counselor interviews. Data 

about services offered by the school were gathered on the 

following chart. 

Optional 

Mandatory 

# of Years 

Academic 

Counseling 

College College Rep. Career 

Counseling Visits Day 

School newspapers over the academic year were analyzed 

for numbers and types of messages such as future 

orientation, college orientation, types of ads, general 

layout, and pictures, topics, and lengths. Was the paper 

sophisticated and graphically pleasing or plain? Was the 

content challenging and topical or restricted to parochial 

concerns? How many articles were there of each type? Were 
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there ads for college testing classes or predominantly of a 

physical orientation, such as ads for prom dresses and hair 

salons? The articles and categories were tabulated as well 

as descriptively analyzed. 

Interviews 

Because I often interviewed on the run, it was much 

more convenient to record conversations with pen and 

notebook than tape recorder. In addition, much of the data 

collection fell under the category of personal discussion, 

not formal interviews, and it often felt awkward to even ask 

if I might record our conversations. I quickly abandoned my 

original plan of taping interviews. While scripting 

interviews potentially may not be as accurate as taping, I 

took painstaking efforts to maintain the integrity of the 

girls' words. I wrote very quickly and used my own version 

of shorthand, adapted over the years of graduate work. For 

example, "imptc" meant "importance," "ppl" meant people. I 

often asked for clarification, rereading what I wrote to 

ensure accuracy. I took notes directly after the interview, 

and in cases in which I could not read my writing I sought 

the person the next day for clarification. 

The girls often teased me because of my constant 

writing and they were often as observant as I, noticing if I 

had filled a notebook, changed to a new type or color or 

varied from the Pilot pen I most often used. All 
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conversations were translated from what I labeled my "raw

data" notebooks to my "transcribed interviews" notebooks. I 

kept interviews in 6"x8" spiral notebooks with hard backs. 

They were also less obtrusive and easy to handle. Wide 

margins on each side were reserved for comments and 

observations. Each interview and observation was dated and 

included the place and time, and physical description of the 

person to prevent confusion. I kept a separate full-sized 

observation notebook in which I put comments from the 

margins of the interview notebooks, observations of 

settings, and for capturing the mood, feelings, or 

recollections about the interview observations. This 

notebook became invaluable to me during my walks from the 

school to my parents' home where I had stayed, about a mile 

and a half away. I found my thoughts to be most clear at 

this time. Because I had to walk I could do little else but 

to think, not try to accomplish several tasks at once as was 

often the case. As I walked past the grotto-filled, neatly 

manicured tiny yards and red brick houses so close together 

they seemed to be connected, a thought would suddenly 

surface and I would stop mid-step to pullout pen and 

notebook and write. This invariably occurred several times 

per trip home. In addition, it was imperative for me to 

transcribe my notes nightly to ensure their accuracy, which 

took several hours, well to midnight. 
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My data organization was the most difficult part of the 

analysis; it took weeks of reading and rereading interviews 

after the data was completed for the logical method of 

analysis to surface. First, I separated faculty and student 

interviews, stapled each individual interview and placed 

them in chronological order. Common themes, topics or issues 

pertinent to the research questions were highlighted with 

specific colors. For example, portions of the interview 

pertaining to home experiences were highlighted in pink, 

those pertaining to college was highlighted in purple, and 

so on. What was important was not to ferret out words and 

thereby overlook the people who said them. My task was then 

to maintain their individuality and at the same time keep 

the specific topic to the fore. To do this, I decided to 

group interviews according to peer groups and maintain these 

groups when presenting topics. 

The faculty and staff are presented as one group. I 

divided the interviews conventionally by topic. Since I got 

to know the faculty only superficially, I was not compelled 

to humanize them as I did the girls. 

Judgements had to be made regarding parts of the text 

which intersected more than one theme. This sometimes 

happened because the girls often spoke for paragraphs before 

pausing. I simply chose the most appropriate category, 

rather than dividing the text. Those sections of interviews 



which did not fit into the categories relevant to the 

research questions were not included in the analysis. 

Participant Observation 
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Anyon (1980) found disparities in teacher/student 

interaction and teaching styles across schools of differing 

social class composition. In two working class schools, 

teachers focused on procedures and mechanics, and 

memorization and routinization. In the middle class school, 

good grades and following the textbook were emphasized. In 

the affluent school, the emphasis was in creative activity, 

choice, and self-expression. The executive elite school 

placed developing high intellectual abilities as its top 

priority. Anyon thus argues that schools are active 

participants in social reproduction. Carnoy and Levin (1985) 

found that teachers in the middle class school responded or 

commented to students in positive, future-oriented ways, 

such as "good thinking; you're really thinking like a 

mathematician." The teachers in the working class school, by 

contrast, expected students to act like the specific grade 

they held, rather than being pushed to more mature or future 

roles. Although my observation data was limited because of 

the reasons previously stated, I did note patterns that 

emerged which confirmed or disconfirmed this social 

reproduction research. Specifically, I looked at three 

dimensions. First, the type of teaching styles incorporated 
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in the classroom was observed. For example, was it lecture, 

discussion, etc.? Second, the manner in which the teachers 

spoke to the girls was observed. Was it in a future-oriented 

way or grounded in the present? Third, the seating 

arrangements of the girls were noted. Were they in 

alphabetical order, clusters, etc.? 

Oppositional behaviors in which students were active 

participants in resisting school knowledge were also one of 

the foci of this observation. I then recorded activities of 

the girls and interactions made. As a student teaching 

supervisor at an earlier date, I observed female working 

class students clustered in the back corner of the 

classroom, eating snacks, drinking sodas, and speaking 

audibly among themselves during a lecture. Not only their 

voices, but their response to schooling was heard loud and 

clear. In a chapter of Wexler's (1992) book, Becoming 

Somebody, aptly titled, "Working Class, Nobody Cares," 

working class students viewed their school experiences in 

the following ways: 

I don't give a --- what he thinks so it 

doesn't matter to me because I know that he don't 

care if I live or die (p. 39). 

Some teachers are good. Some don't give a 

I don't give a ---- about them either. 

You just don't pay any attention to them. If they 



don't care about you why the hell should you do 

what they want you to do? (po 39). 

Oh it's likewise, you know, the teacher 

doesn't want to teach the kids who don't want to 

learn. Kids don't want to learn because they don't 

like the teacher (po 40). 
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Thus I recorded behaviors and noted similarities and 

differences found in the research, since most of the working 

class ethnographic data on schools is borne from the public 

school experience. 

Data Presentation and Interpretation 

Because I wanted to present to the reader a true sense 

of who these girls were, not caricatures or cardboard 

figures, but complex, living and breathing people, I 

'presented data from interviews by topic, but kept peer 

groups in tact. Joseph Howell (1973) in Hard Living on Clay 

Streets found that considerable lifestyles and variations 

existed within blue-collar families. He presents his data by 

telling two stories. One, of the hard living, intense and 

episodic family of Barry and Bobbi, and the other, the 

church-going, teetotaling, conservative family of June and 

Sam. He states, 

With its many inconsistencies, paradoxes, and 

contradictions, the humanity of June, Sam, Bobbi, 

and Barry prevents me from neatly packaging them 



into a sociological bundle of theories about the 

social structure of working class subculture. On 

the contrary, for me it is quite difficult to see 

them as anything but themselves (po 360). 

I, too, strive to present them as themselves. 
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Chapter 4, then, supplies information about the 

academic climate of the school and classroom observation 

data. The next chapter provides interviews of the faculty 

and staff, their perspectives on the students and school, 

followed by synopses of each topic and background 

information. Chapter 6 describes the girls interviewed and 

demographic information. The next four chapters were divided 

by topic, most including quantitative data gathered, 

followed by interviews and sectioned by peer group. 

Because I was attending to emotion, long quotes were 

extracted. To keep the full context in tact, when questions 

were asked they were included in the text, as was the name 

of whomever was speaking. If I omitted sentences or phrases, 

three dots enclosed by parenthesis were placed in between 

text. If the interviewee paused, simply three dots were 

placed in between text. Each interview was separated by 

three lines. Summaries then followed each topic. Chapter 11 

provides a discussion of the data, how it relates to the 

research questions and current theories, and conclusions and 

recommendations. A synopsis of a survey done on the male 
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working class perspective was presented in the last chapter. 

The survey included almost one-third of the seniors in the 

all-male high school located next to the high school, it 

presents another perspective which has yet been untapped in 

the literature. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE SCHOOL 

Introduction 

106 

The purpose of this chapter is to establish the 

academic rigor of the school in which the students attended. 

Although it was not an officially accredited college 

preparatory school by the North Central Association of 

Colleges and Schools, it was academically focused. To 

demonstrate this I have compared the academic requirements 

and curriculum of Seton with a private college preparatory 

school (CPS) accredited by the said certifying agency, 

analyzed Seton's course offerings. structure, and school 

newspapers, and made observations about the school, the 

counseling department, and school life. This chapter, then, 

will be divided into three sections: (1) the curriculum, (2) 

school newspapers, and (3) school life. 

Curriculum 

While CPS hailed a 97% higher education attendance 

rate, with 62% of the faculty holding Master's degrees, 

Seton was close behind with a 90% attendance rate and 50% of 

the faculty holding Master's degrees. Both schools require 

22 credit hours to graduate. While the curricular 

requirements of CPA aligned equally with the entrance 

requirements of the flagship institutions of its state, 
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Seton fell one credit short in mathematics, social science, 

science, and fine arts for admittance into its flagship and 

other major state institutions. The responsibility of taking 

these classes, then, lies with the families of girls. 

However, in both the curriculum guide and parent/student 

handbook, it explicitly states the college requirements 

necessary for admittance in both the average and highly 

selective institutions in the state and strongly encourages 

adherence to these guidelines. Appendix B delineates both 

the school graduation requirements and college entrance 

requirements. 

Seton provided extensive offerings in mathematics and 

science and was strong in computer offerings. While CPS 

offered nine science courses, Seton offered 18, including 

two levels of genetics, anatomy and physiology, three levels 

of chemistry and two levels of physics. The mathematics 

department of CPS offered 15 courses, but Seton's mathematic 

department offered 23, including high honors trigonometry, 

college algebra/trigonometry, and pre- and advanced 

placement calculus. Seton also offered five computer 

classes, including a computer honors class and Pascal 

programming. 

The advanced placement program allowed qualified 

students to be placed in academically rigorous courses which 

also counted, in many cases, toward college credit. Seton 



offered advanced placement English, calculus, biology, 

European and U. S. history. 
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The grading system was the same for both CPS and Seton, 

and more challenging than in public schools. That is, 93-100 

was the cutoff for an "All, as opposed to 90-100 in public 

schools. On the other hand, 70-77 was considered a liD II , 

rather than a IIC" in public schools (Appendix B provides the 

complete breakdown) . 

A curricular concept unique to Seton was their method 

of placing the girls in levels based on their academic 

ability. The course levels span from Level I-Level IV. While 

the curricular manual stipulates that levels refer to the 

difficulty of courses, with I being remediary to IV being 

high honors level (see Appendix B for a detailed 

explanation), both faculty and students referred to the 

students as being Level I, Level II, and so on. Difficulties 

accompany this method. First, it was primarily left up to 

the discretion of the teacher whether the student was 

capable of advancing levels, which was open to subjectivity 

and biases. Second, while the students who were in honors 

took great pride in their academic standing, interviews with 

students in the lower levels indicate they were embarrassed 

by the labeling. Some felt that the teachers would not allow 

them to advance even though they desired the challenge and 

felt they could succeed. Some felt that since certain 
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teachers provided them as if they "were two years old," they 

had no desire to put an effort into their classes. Some were 

insulted by the rote memory emphasis accompanied by little 

critical challenge. The overall topic of levels evoke much 

emotion by Level I and Level II students. 

In sum, while aspects of the curriculum opened up 

avenues for failure, such as allowing student choice 

regarding a college-bound curriculum and the structure of 

levels which advantaged the better students, Seton provided 

a challenging academic curriculum to its students. 

Student Newspaper 

As explained in the Methods chapter, I have examined 

the newspapers according to form--the overall appearance of 

the newspaper, the ads--that which the girls are beckoned 

to "buy", and the content of the articles, whether they 

convey future, topical, collegial, or parochial messages. 

Eight papers were examined in all, the total number 

published during the '94-'95 school year. 

Form 

The papers were presented in black and white, with 

photos limited to the girls, themselves, and hand-drawn 

illustrations. They averaged 10 pages in length, and were 

the size of 8xl1 sheets of paper. The graphics at the top of 

each paper were simply designed. 
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Advertisements 

A total of 19 ads were featured over eight papers. All 

covered approximately one-third of the 8x11 page. Of these 

19 ads, eight featured colleges--five for Suburban CC and 

three for a nonsele.ctive private Christian college. Nine ads 

had a cosmetic orientation, and included advertisements for 

hair, nails, tanning, and tuxedos during the two prom 

months. An opening for a $7.00 an hour job at a large urban 

newspaper was advertised twice. 

Content 

A total of 83 articles, exclusive of the regular 

features, were published. Of those, 12 spoke to topical 

concerns or concerns exclusive to the school, and 71 spoke 

to concerns specific to the high school. Topical articles 

included two on smoking, an O. J. Simpson exercise video, 

vegetarianism, global justice, the educational voucher 

system, palmistry, AIDS, urban art, the value of 

appearances, and two profiles on colleges--one with a most 

competitive "most selective" ranking (see Chapter 7 for a 

description of college ranking), and one of average 

competitiveness and selectivity. The 71 parochial articles 

included activities which were going on or had taken place 

at the school, honors bestowed students, sports activities, 

and service. Eight of these discussed ways in which Seton 

interfaced with the community, such as being involved with 
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Adopt-A-Child at Christmas, instituting a clothing drive, 

helping the homeless, AIDS victims, and others. The sports 

articles were reserved for the back two pages; the front 

(feature) article was almost always parochial, such as prom 

and school ring topics or service. 

The regular features included several opinion pieces, 

critiques on movies, television shows, and music, sports 

features, club activities, and horoscopes. 

Overall, one would have to conclude that the messages 

to the girls were primarily of a parochial nature. The 

newspapers offered little visual or intellectual appeal. 

They did not beckon the student to think or live beyond high 

school or challenged the students to systematically think 

about higher education, other than Suburban CC. This is a 

harsh assessment, however. One must also consider that the 

newspapers were published almost exclusively by two 

students. I spoke with one of those students, who maintained 

an outside job while taking high honors classes. Given the 

outside and academic responsibilities of these girls, one 

could hardly expect more. Those affluent enough to have the 

time have the option to spend time in such endeavors and 

maybe that is the point. In addition, service to the needy 

should only be applauded and emulated by other schools. 

Nonetheless, the fact remains that future foci were limited, 

a commonly found characteristic in working-class schools, 
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where the academics emphasis were mediocre, at best (Anyon, 

1983; Carnoy & Levin, 1985). 

School Life 

School 

One entered the school through a spacious foyer with 

paintings on the walls, and floor to ceiling windows which 

looked out into a tree filled courtyard placed in the center 

of the building. The school, with under 900 students, housed 

both a large and small auditorium, fully equipped science 

rooms, computer rooms, and three art rooms, among others. 

The large library contained two conference rooms, a computer 

area, a lounge section with easy chairs and a Who's Who in 

American High Schools on the coffee table, and several study 

tables and book stacks (see Appendix C for the layout of the 

school). The decor of the classrooms varied considerably. 

All had crucifixes, televisions, and podiums, but one might 

find plain bulletin boards with one or two memos tacked to 

them or colorfully decorated bulletin boards and framed 

prints on the walls, and plants and flowers about the room, 

depending on the teacher. The messages to the girls on the 

walls, doors, and hallways consistently spoke to their 

limitless capabilities. One might find Rosie the Riveter on 

the door of a classroom, Sojourner Truth on a bulletin 

board, a woman's poem framed on a hallway wall, or large 

posters beckoning girls to take a trip with the Women in 
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Engineers or Women in Science organizations. Academic awards 

and honor roll lists were found near the administrative 

offices as well as lists of girls accepted in their 

respective colleges. The school was aesthetically pleasing 

and the atmosphere was positive, professional, and 

empowering. 

Administrative Structure 

School decisions were determined collectively by a 

self-styled "team," which consisted of the president, Sister 

Karen, who oversaw the total scope of school operations; the 

principal, Sister Jo; the dean of students, Laura; the 

curriculum director, Jeff; the financial director Bill; and 

the development director, Peg. They held meetings weekly to 

tend to whatever needs had to be met in the short or long

term. To my surprise I was called to join a meeting half-way 

through my tenure there to share my insights. What I shared 

was taken seriously and with concern. I found that this 

group was not threatened by anything I said and truly sought 

ways to improve their school and their students. I met later 

with Sister Jo, the principal, who had been vice-principal 

at a catholic, predominantly African American inner-city 

school which claimed a 100% college acceptance rate. She was 

anxious to see Seton follow suit because the school she had 

come from "had a lot less ability than kids who go here." At 

her former school, all students had to take a class in which 
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each were required to investigate 10 careers and report 

orally. Each student then heard about 24 careers when they 

left. Moreover, they were required to fill out a college 

application form. While they were not required to send it, 

they had at least learned how to fill it out. Sister Jo had 

a vision to employ a similar mechanism for the students at 

Seton. She, according to faculty members, was a tireless 

worker dedicated to both her faculty and students. 

Counseling Department 

The counseling area had on display outside its offices 

a large bulletin board filled with posters from institutions 

allover the country, including the most elite ones. A small 

bulletin board, a table with brochures, and a bookcase 

filled with institutions from the state and neighboring 

areas sat just to the left of the office doors. The most 

available brochures and most prominently displayed 

institutions were of average to non-selective caliber, and 

community colleges. Computers were available to aid the 

girls in college choice, and one counselor was employed 

exclusively to facilitate the girls in making decisions, 

filling out applications, and searching for financial aid. 

College counseling was optional; yet, the college counselor 

kept abreast of the girls who did and did not apply to 

colleges or take entrance exams, and actively sought out 

students who had not gotten started. 
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Each student was required to attend three sessions on 

Career Day, composed of former students discussing their 

present careers. It was, however, limited to those careers 

of former students only. 

Class Observations 

I sat in on several classes over the four weeks, but my 

time was primarily spent interviewing students. During my 

first day, however, I shadowed an attractive, ebullient 

senior, Candy, as she went from class to class. 

In Period 1 a test was given. The uniform-clad, tennis

shoed girls frantically wrote as the teacher, stone-faced, 

paced slowly up and down the aisles, her heels audibly 

clicking with each purposeful step. It was a basic level 

required class of 27 students. The teacher did little to 

brighten the room. The bulletin board was empty, save for an 

outdated memo and a small photograph. A few boxes were piled 

up in the corner. With 15 minutes left to the period, many 

girls were finished. They then looked at and passed 

photographs of boyfriends, combed their hair, flipped 

through daily planners, and all were quiet and orderly. One 

girl, who panicked earlier because she did not know there 

was a test, craned her neck to see the paper of the girl in 

front of her when the sound of the teacher's clicking heels 

moved to the other end of the room. The girl in front of her 

then positioned her paper to the side so it was visible to 
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the girl behind her. The bell then rang, and the teacher 

brusquely called for all papers to be in. As we left, Candy 

told me that her next class was honors and that I would find 

it different from this one. Indeed I did. 

Only 16 girls occupied the classroom and sat in a 

scattered manner as opposed to the straight, alphabetical 

rows of the previous class. The girls put problems on the 

board and a discussion ensued. The girls talked freely about 

the problems and were obviously involved in the content of 

the class. One girl called out, "What did anyone get for 

number 12'?" A few girls across the room answered and she 

asked, "Well, how did you get that'?" The friendly teacher 

then gave "real life" examples to help explain the homework 

assignments. Two girls were chatting and ignored the 

teacher, another was braiding her hair, but the majority was 

attentive. As the class period neared its end, Candy called 

out, "I'm taking Levi to prom. Who took him to (the fall 

dance)? He's dying his hair to match my dress!" And the bell 

rang. 

In another class we attended, I was taken by surprise 

to see my undeniably favorite teacher from my high school 

days teaching the class.Miss Walsh and I hugged and she 

said, "We do miracles here. We take people with very little 

formal background and turn them into doctors, dentists, 

lawyers ... and you!" She introduced me as a "very special 
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guest that was a good student here and provides me with some 

of my fondest memories." She told the class I was getting my 

Ph.D. and it was something they, too, could accomplish. The 

desks were so arranged that half the class faced the other 

half, and Miss Walsh walked in between the halves. The girls 

quickly got into discussion groups with questions on a 

handout to serve as their guide. It was a colorful room with 

brightly framed prints of Europe and art treasures on the 

walls and Gandi on the front chalkboard ledge. She said she 

tried to encourage critical thinking as well as encourage 

the girls to serve community needs. That, after all, was why 

we were on this earth, she said. During the weeks she shared 

with me the stories of many former students who had served 

needs in varying capacities from dentists serving welfare 

children to principals running inner city schools. 

The school's academic atmosphere was stimulating and 

while some teachers were more interesting than others, the 

faculty and staff were overall dedicated to student success. 

Most of the students I observed were engaged in the 

processes of learning and forms of schooling, not just the 

forms of schooling as Weis (1990) and Wexler (1992) had 

found. Oppositional behaviors were never to the extent that 

disruption occurred, unlike the findings of Willis (1977) 

and McRobbie (1978). The upper level classes, however, were 

set up differently than were the basic levels, more akin to 
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academic success and structured much like upper and middle 

class schools. Basic levels were structured more similarly 

to those found in working class schools (Anyon, 1983; Carnoy 

& Levin, 1985; Shaughnessy, 1984). 

Summary 

The school was found to be academically-focused and 

nurtured an intellectual environment. The curriculum was 

diverse; the faculty was dedicated and professional. A few 

caveats remained, however, such as the tacit messages given 

about attending nonselective institutions found on bulletin 

boards and school newspapers, the lack of a required college 

curriculum, and the differences in teaching styles found 

across levels. It is safe to say that for the upper levels 

the focus was academic. For the lower levels I am not so 

convinced. Laura, Dean of Students, was equally concerned 

and had the students take a learning styles inventory. She 

believed that if the faculty adopted an approach in line 

with student needs, the lower level students would do better 

academically. I wonder why there were levels at all. 

However, overall the school satisfied my requirement of 

studying an academically rigorous all-female high school. 

Chapter 5 provides interviews with both faculty and 

staff to ascertain faculty background and their perspectives 

on the students and school. It serves to answer, in part, 



Research Question Three, focusing on authority figure 

influences on student aspirations and expectations. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FACULTY 

Introduction 
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When interviewing faculty and staff I focused on two 

areas. One, their perceptions of the students, and two, 

their perceptions of the school. I asked first for 

background information for a more informed interpretation of 

the data. This chapter, then, will be divided into three 

sections--quantitative data, and faculty and staff 

perspectives on students, and their perspectives on the 

school. I will share selected narratives on the respective 

topics, followed by summaries of each. 

Obviously the faculty were not required to speak with 

me, and indeed, some refused or told me they were too busy. 

I did not feel welcomed in the faculty lounge and was coolly 

received overall. Those whom I had known in high school, the 

junior homeroom teacher and a few others, were very open and 

welcoming, but many were not. Was I aligned with the 

administrators to "dig up dirt?" Was I resented because I 

might be critical? Possibly, they were jealous of the 

intimacy I shared with students. I felt inordinately more 

comfortable with the students, but I managed to interview at 

least one faculty member per department, nonetheless. 
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Faculty/Staff Profile 

Twenty faculty, counselors, and administrators were 

interviewed. All but two attended Catholic elementary and 

high schools, 67% of those went to single-sex high schools. 

Eighty-eight percent were raised in the city or area, with 

76% raised in suburbs. Ninety-three percent currently lived 

in suburbs. 

Eighty percent attended college in the city or area. 

Almost half (47%) received their baccalaureate degrees from 

single-sex Catholic colleges, and a full 40% earned their 

Master's degrees. Only 7% reported that they had attended a 

community college. 

The majority (56%) of faculty and staff interviewed had 

one or both parents holding baccalaureate degrees, and 44% 

of those parents were in occupations which required 

baccalaureate degrees or higher. They were, for example, 

chemists, professors, scientists, and financial directors. 

The faculty sampled in this study taught at Seton for 

an average of 13 years, with a range from one to 32 years. 

Forty percent of the faculty sampled held outside jobs. 

In sum, the faculty and staff were very much products 

of their environment, having attended private and single sex 

institutions for most of their education. Unlike the 

students, they were from middle class backgrounds, brought 

up in the suburbs, with educated parents holding white-
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collar positions. Most reported that their parents paid for 

their college educations. 

The starting salary at Seton was $17,500, comparable to 

secretarial and other nonprofessional positions advertised 

in one of the large metropolitan newspapers on May 12, 1995. 

Moreover, in the sample publication, one-bedroom apartments 

advertised from $499-900 a month in the vicinity of the 

school. It was easy to understand why so many faculty held 

outside jobs, but the potential for burnout, then, was 

greatly increased. 

Perspectives on Students 

MW: Describe the students here. 

Pat: They're just good kids. caring kids. They care 

about each other, they care about the teachers. 

The environment of the school is one of caring. 

Louise: I've been here ___ year~. They have less of a 

vision, less self-discipline and more motivated by 

materialism and by the media. They have less of an 

aesthetic respect for education. They're just 

interested in education in a monetary way. They're 

greatly influenced by gangs and drugs and 

sexuality. If they can be popular, anything is 

okay. Sexuality is not a thought process, it's a 

means to an end . . . to be accepted . . . to be 
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MW: 

Barb: 
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cool. They're more realistic. I'm a product of the 

60s. My goals were very lofty in how I saw the 

world and what I wanted to do. More and more they 

want to be taken care of. More and more they say 

'as long as someone will take care of me.' 

They're getting a totally different kind of kid 

here. We used to get the rich because we used to 

get wealthy feeder schools but two closed down. 

( ... ) The birth rates are down and the numbers 

in the schools will reflect that. We're all vying 

for the same customers. We're not getting the 

turnover in the housing market. The elderly are 

not moving because they can afford their houses 

here. Young families may move in. When young 

families do the prices are outrageous. They have 

to forego a private education because a little 

bungalow costs anywhere from $110-170,000. The 

public school system is not an option. ( ... ) 

There's not one decent school in the city. There 

are few options. 

Are there a lot of single parents here? 

A lot of single parents. A lot of angry parents. 

The dads won't pay. They should provide the kids 

with a foundation in private schools. Even 
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Lutheran High School is doing their job, they tell 

me. 

And the girls? 

They're all waiting for their Prince Charming to 

come! When I go to your reunion, I tell them then 

'You tell me how your life is.' Boring, boring, 

everything is boring. I tell them, 'just get 

married and that's what it's all about--boring, 

boring. They're just waiting for their Prince 

Charming. 

We had career day and the attitude of the freshmen 

was, 'oh, this was stupid.' I was real 

discouraged. Here we have alums, professional 

women in all these fields and they'd say it was 

boring, blase ... because it didn't immediately 

affect them or this couldn't be me! 

Beverly: Because of family backgrounds a lot seems to be 

less secure with themselves and less skilled than 

the first years I was here. Changing neighborhoods 

are a part of that. A lot of kids come from other 

countries. They're nice kids, honest kids. A good 

percentage need more motivation and self-esteem. 

It's the biggest problem in preventing them from 
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succeeding. We get kids that do succeed, do try. 

We rarely have a discipline problem. 

MW: There are kids with alcoholic parents. I 

didn't consider that to be an issue before I 

arrived. 

Beverly: Sure. There's a bar on every corner. It's the 

working class mentality. The factory worker works 

'til three and drinks 'til ten. 

Teresa: 

MW: 

Teresa: 

I noticed so many of my students are single 

parents or have step-parents. They're not getting 

affirmed because of the lack of a positive 

relationship with the parent. If she's not getting 

affirmed at home, if they can't affirm their 

values or gifts, it's harder for someone else to 

get through. 

Can you at Seton break through it? 

I think it's possible to break through it. I don't 

think it's impossible but it makes it harder. They 

need that right person to connect with and that 

person to believe in them. ( ... ) I think other 

teachers are very affirming and very aware of it. 

Bob: The problem with the kids is that they have jobs 

at night. I feel so bad for kids because it's so 
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hard to do two jobs. My brother who is a 

comptroller at the University of said they're 

probably better off. They can manage their time 

better. I don't know. I did it in high school and 

it was tough to work and attend school. All these 

kids have jobs. It's very difficult to be a high

powered scholar .... No chances to reflect. 

There are no mentors. 

I really like the kids. I like teasing them. I 

like getting a response out of them and I think it 

makes a big difference. I like my job. It's a fun 

place to come. I don't need the salary. (My 

husband) has a great job, I don't have to work and 

that changes the picture dramatically. 

The kids really love you. 

I've had the same kids for three years. That's 

been the key. They don't see me as a teacher. Very 

few have had me as a teacher. I harass them 

(laughter) • 

Describe the students. 

Protected. We make it as nice a place as we can 

and they're not exposed to real world things. We 

protect them at Seton. They're here because 

they're protected at home. I think we send them 
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out not ready. They're naive when they leave. They 

always think, 'don't worry, it's gonna be okay,' 

and it's not always the case. 

They trust you. 

They trust me because they know it doesn't go 

anywhere else. It stops here. I told them that up 

front. I also say, 'Do you need a pass to see a 

counselor?' Wherever they are is okay. We have 

tough kids, but they're soft on the inside. We 

have very few tough, tough kids. We have extremely 

shy kids. And we have outgoing kids who grab life. 

I don't see any fall-through the cracks kids here 

who never become a part of something. 

Many kids have outside jobs. 

It's a sore subject with me. I don't like it. We 

have kids losing their high school years. This is 

supposed to be fun. They have to have some fun. 

They work 30-40 hours a week. 

You've been here several years. Have you seen 

changes? 

Vast all across the board. Students have become 

far less attentive, less motivated, less self

controlled. 

Why? 
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Expectations aren't put on them by parents or by 

the schools. The media, the TV--we're fighting 

against that. Kids aren't attending to human 

beings. On the other hand, kids are more social, 

more tolerant, more streetwise. The demographics 

have changed at Seton. At first it was primarily 

Irish, then Italian. Then, all girls were 

Catholics and there were no divorces. Now we have 

a new large ethnic population--Hispanic, Greek and 

Polish immigrants with a slightly lower economic 

background. Many are non-Catholics, from split-up 

homes, from public schools, from further into the 

city. And a big change--in the 60s and 70s this 

was the suburbs. Now they start here and skip 

right over us to go to the far suburbs. They never 

used to want to get to somewhere else. 

Has the quality of the student changed? 

We're taking more of 'anybody' than ever before. 

If a student has low grades we accept them 

conditionally and then they have to pass summer 

school (smiling). 

They all pass? (She winks and smiles.) Tell me 

about single-sex education. 

It's worth it. Women's lib? We already had that 

here. It's easier for a better education. Kids are 
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working. We're fighting against that. But girls 

don't worry about competing for the boys, being 

made fun of by the boys. They don't have to face 

boys being called on more. They can be leaders 

outright, not girl leaders and then there are boy 

leaders. Most are good old average kids that have 

to study harder, lots from broken homes, lots of 

good old Catholic homes. 

Bob: They're very intelligent, very capable. They have 

a vast potential. They're conscientious, caring, 

giving, compassionate towards others. It's a 

terrific institution and it has terrific kids. One 

of the first phenomenons I noticed being here is 

why don't our 4.5s want to apply to the Ivy 

Leagues--the Harvards, the Dartmouths, the Yales. 

They're not applying. Maybe it's a matter of the 

traditional working class role of the female. Or 

college is okay if you can go to night school and 

babysit. I live in the neighborhood. It's 

embarrassing. I can't go to a grocery store 

without finding one of our kids. I ask them when 

they get off. They say, 'I get off at 11:30 and 

then do my homework.' Or, 'I get off at 10, then 

cook for my father because my mom works the second 
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shift.' I scratch my head and wonder how they keep 

up. A lot of them have told me they can't wait to 

go to college and just worry about academics, not 

horne responsibilities. 

But most don't seem to be going away. 

I'd like to see more go off to places that are far 

enough away so that they have to take the train 

horne. I think there are domestic responsibilities 

and the commitment to those responsibilities. It 

may even be, 'My morn's a widow and I have to look 

out for my morn.' Or, 'I have to stay close, or 

live at horne to commute to campus.' The whole 

thing smacks of sexism. . . . In athletics, a 16 

year old boy won't quit sports because they're not 

expected to be the second mother in the household. 

(This was a conversation with three counselors.) 

Growing up in today's society, in single family 

homes, it's tough. Mothers work two jobs. Working 

is a priority for the kids. They ask in their 

freshmen and sophomore years what kinds of jobs 

can they get because they're not 16 yet. A large 

number are involved in extracurricular activities 

and work. We have a lot of clubs that meet at 7:30 

in the morning. I'm here at seven and they're in 
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the cafeteria. Sister Jo is here at 6:30 and there 

are kids waiting at the door. Parents drop the 

kids off before work. 

Socioeconomically they're all working class, but 

they're culturally different. We have an increase 

in blacks and Hispanics. The neighborhoods are 

changing. Neighborhood gangs are coming into their 

neighborhoods. We have a girl at (2 inner city 

cross streets) and she thinks it's utopia here. 

This is their sanctuary, where they feel good and 

feel safe. They really lose it when they go home 

for vacation. They miss their friends. They've 

lost touch. 

I think that a lot of the single parent kids have 

it tough, seeing mom remarry, and dad or mom out 

late into the night. A lot are put in the middle 

of a divorce. Many are responsible for cooking and 

watching the kids. They have a lot of 

responsibility. 

As counselors, we truly appreciate the faculty. 

When a student has a problem they'll provide 

support. Mrs. Smith came in this morning at eight 

about a few seniors. In public schools they'd just 

flunk them. They are by far very dedicated. 
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The kids complain about the structure and having 

their shirts tucked in. They think it's picky ... 

But they like the uniform because they're not 

being compared. Transferees go through shock with 

the structured rules and regulations and they have 

a hard time with academics. I have high 

expectations but most kids want to live up to 

them. 

We take a more aggressive learning style approach. 

Kids took the Learning Style Inventory, and we did 

a teaching workshop to raise awareness. I have a 

belief that the students in Level I are in that 

level because we're not tapping their learning 

style. 

Has the faculty bought it? 

The faculty hasn't bought it yet. Maybe 10 to 15% 

have bought it and embraced it and challenged 

themselves to integrate it. Eighty-five percent 

are accepting and open but have not done it. Some 

say the kids really didn't take the inventory to 

heart. I'm an avid believer in holistic education. 

You've got to intervene, discuss, and give the 

student the opportunity to respond. I'm very 
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We're in the process of developing teaching 

methodologies. Too much lecturing is occurring. 

It's the most efficient way to convey the most 

information but it doesn't teach future leaders by 

teaching memory skills. We're not progressing. 

They say if they were successful learning by the 

lecture method why is it wrong? The generation of 

learners will not respond to the lecture method 

because their impact has been visual and audio. 

They haven't been doing it all wrong but they have 

to adapt to the circumstances. Kids have to be 

involved to be invested. We were disciplined to a 

point where it doesn't matter what the method. I 

don't think some of them can be tuned in as we 

were accustomed but some are using the same 

framework as they did 20 years ago. 

AI: The first day of classes I gave a quiz. They were 

Level I. The Level I kids said, 'We're Level I, 

we're not supposed to have quizzes.' You'd be 

amazed who won't take higher classes because the 

kids don't think the teacher likes them. 



134 

The faculty and staff spoke with compassion and 

dedication about the students at Seton. They lamented over 

many issues facing the girls--low self-esteem, the large 

amount of work hours, single parent homes--and sought to 

find both reasons and remedies for their problems. Unlike 

feelings from ambivalence to disdain expressed by teachers 

of the working class in studies by London (1978), Weis 

(1985, 1990), Wexler (1992) and others, the responses by the 

personnel in this study were laced with genuine concern. 

Erickson (1975) found that counselors were beneficial 

to students most often if a connection existed between the 

two. While social class backgrounds differed, the guidance 

counselors had the shared experience of attending similar 

high schools and religious backgrounds, which served to 

optimize encounters. 

Those who taught at the school awhile observed 

demographic changes over the years. The girls, once from a 

middle and upper, as well as working classes, were now 

almost exclusively working class. Many attributed the 

quality of the students to the socioeconomic changes. Media 

and television were other influences attributed to the 

overall decline in academic excellence. 

They perceived the students to be pragmatic, as opposed 

to idealistic. Most saw the single-sex environment as an 

opportunity for growth and development and a bolster to 
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self-esteem. As one faculty member said, "Women's lib? We 

already had that here." 

MW: Discuss college and the girls in this school. 

Dana: I like to challenge the girls. I never think of it 

as pushing them to college. Girls receive a lot of 

messages outside Seton. Many Hispanics--the dads 

don't see daughters as going to college. They're 

going to graduate and work. We never tap into 

their potential because it's set up ahead of time. 

Why bother? There's no big payoff with college. 

Parents will say, 'I did it. I went to work and 

got good pay!' 

Cathy: I asked seniors if they plan to go to college. 

They need some, even it it's Suburban CC. I told 

them it's better to be doing something and get a 

start there. It's close and affordable. My mom 

pushed me to go to . I wanted to go to 

instead. She knew was a good school. They -----
were willing to sacrifice the money. My mom and 

dad went to University and I have to say 

when I was in high school my friends didn't want 

to go to college and hated high school so much. 

And their parents didn't push if they didn't want 

to go. Consequently, they're delivering pizzas. 
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Edna told me you brought a speaker from ____ _ 

Why? 

So they'd get the idea of what a future could be 

in art school. And they'd hear it from someone 

else besides me. I chose because I went 

there and felt comfortable to call there. To me, 

college is important, no matter what they do. 

Why? 

It helps them grow as a person. It makes them 

ready for life. High school is not ready enough. 

They can learn. I never started learning anything 

until I went to college. 

A lot of juniors and seniors have to quit 

athletics to get jobs and pay for tuition. Some 

quit because they just don't want to play any 

more. We have one soccer girl with a college 

scholarship. I had a good kid. A powerhouse at 

5'10". She could pound a volleyball but she didn't 

want to play college volleyball. I told her it was 

her ticket! Most Competitive R1 wanted her. 

Bob: I think they all should have college. I would hope 

they would all go to college. I think there are 

colleges that do different things. Not every kid 

is college material but there are special programs 
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at JCs. Whatever you do, college is important. I'd 

also like to see kids do whatever makes them 

happy. I think to further one's education is 

essential. 

A girl might not be ready for college, but if 

she's succes5ful she'll do something. ( ... ) Even 

if she got some job, secretarial, doing something 

productive with herself. 

Is college important? 

For me college is important and I'd like everyone 

to go to college but I know many people who didn't 

go and are successful, or go to trade school. Some 

education beyond high school is important. Only 

because it gives you more time to get maturity. 

You develop more socially, mentally, emotionally, 

whether you go to college or spend time in a trade 

school. 

Is there an economic value to college? 

I've always been told it matters but I know people 

who didn't go to college have done well. 

Who? 

I have a neighbor who has a printing business and 

does very well. That's one example of someone who 

didn't go and has a great business and works hard. 
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Anyone else? 

That's it, I guess. 

I don't believe that they should have to go. But 

they should be prepared so that they could. I 

don't want to limit education to just economics. 

It's really about liberal arts, not just to 

compete in the job market. It's a broadening 

experience for many. 

Are they informed about college? 

It's the "informed" part that bothers me. Many 

didn't seem to be informed about it. And it's not 

just the college counselor in their junior or 

senior year that's responsible. Informing the 

parents is the harder of it. Most look at college 

as a ticket financially and I don't see it that 

way. My brother makes two times what I make but he 

didn't go to college. . I paid for my 

education. My question is, how can they do that? 

They purchase what they pay for right now. There's 

a reluctance on some family's part to borrow. 

In advisory meetings we ask why the kids aren't 

stretching themselves. Why don't they ask about 

Bryn Mar? Yale? If they're willing to go to highly 
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Competitive University and Most Competitive 

University in this city. But they can't afford it. 

One girl got accepted to Most Competitive 

University but didn't go because of the money. 

There are kids that don't want to go to college. 

Some are not ready now. More kids that are Level I 

classes ... basic levels. Their self-esteem is 

different. 

Kids will take out loans within reason. They 

won't take out loans for $20,000 a year. A girl 

had her heart set on Private Women's College, but 

her parents had to put up $20,000. It was out of 

sight .... Too high .... There's a certain 

amount people will take loans out for. 

There's a good number of kids whose parents 

are first generation Polish and if you come to 

America you go to college .... But they don't 

know what that means. I used to advocate going 

away but because of the economic realities of life 

I encourage them to stay. 

My parents paid for my education. I grew up 

in a homogeneous setting and got messages from 

adults to push myself. These kids make passive 

decisions and not for lack of us trying. We give 

information on careers. Career day kids have to go 
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and attend three areas. They choose not for lack 

of information. The motivation piece is not there. 

We have a college information night and all the 

parents want to hear about is financial aid. It's 

the main concern. I feel it's the biggest barrier 

to college. That's why 30% go to a JC--to save 

money to transfer. Many want to leave. 

MW: Explain your computer room. 

Bob: It's a college selection process. They enter the 

criteria they're looking for and the computer will 

provide a list of the colleges. 

MW: What do you do? 

Bob: I try and talk to the student and provide her with 

information she needs to make a college choice 

. suggesting alternatives, prioritizing their 

needs. First identify their needs. 

MW: Describe the differences among students. 

Bob: Unfortunately, looking at the academic background 

gives me a clue of their success on campus. It's 

not always fair, I suppose, to say a 3.9 will do 

well and a 1.9 won't. While I tell them their 

grades aren't good enough they could always go to 

a JC. I guess I do make judgments of their success 

when I see what they do this far. I try to be 
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motivating to those who aren't sa successful. I 

try to tell them that in spite of what happens 

thus far they can still set goals and use the 

college experience as a time of discovery and 

expectation. ( ... ) I'll give surveys to kids who 

haven't gotten started. I tell them we need to get 

started. Many have predetermined notion of what's 

expected. Some have not done well in high school 

and are not anxious to undertake more strenuous 

experiences. Some try to avoid me and college as a 

whole. ( ... ) For the most part they do have a 

goal and will set out to accomplish it. Some go to 

XYZ Beauty School and they don't feel they have to 

avail themselves in this department. ( ... ) Our 

students who are in the bottom half still have a 

lot to offer, but they've got a defeatist notion, 

a poor self-image. They have negative feelings 

about their capabilities. 

This middle class faculty primarily saw the value of 

college as intrinsic, rather than economic. They listed such 

benefits as personal growth, an appreciation for the liberal 

arts ideal, maturity, and happiness as being the primary 

attributes derived from college. They did not, however, view 

college as a mandatory component of the girls' lives. Yet, 
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they came from families that did not experience need, but 

had the financial buffer which allowed for the flexibility 

of dropping in and out of college or the luxury of 

reflection or travel if desired. They could not begin to 

understand that when a family is in need it is an all

consuming enterprise. Why would finances not be the primary 

concern when college may enable them to live a life beyond 

the next mortgage payment? It does not make sense to working 

class families to incur thousands of dollars of debt when it 

is so difficult to make ends meet by month's end. They do 

not want to be straddled with debt because there is a chance 

that their daughter will procure a lucrative position. 

College is the primary means in which these students will 

not have to repeat their own family's history. 

One young teacher said she knew of a (male, older) 

neighbor that was doing well without college. Do the girls, 

then, take the gamble that they, too, might be financially 

secure without a college education? Does that not implicitly 

encourage the girls to wait for that Prince Charming, who, 

undoubtedly will be from the same social class as they 

(Jencks & Riesman, 196B)? 

Some wondered why the girls do not inquire about Ivy 

League schools. It is doubtful that they can, given their 

backgrounds, ask informed questions about the Ivies, or even 

know much about them. At Seton, Suburban CC was the most 
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advertised college, with ads for it found regularly in the 

school newspaper. In addition, the counseling area had this 

and other nonselective and average selective colleges most 

visibly displayed. One can argue, then, that they are kept 

from the knowledge of better institutions in which they 

might qualify. On the other hand, is this wrong, considering 

the values of the parents and the costs incurred by 

attending elite, mostly private (Fox, 1993) institutions? 

Community colleges make access possible. One cannot just 

wish away the family problems at home and therefore it will 

be thus. The difficulties, obviously, will not easily be 

resolved. 

Perspectives on the School 

MW: What are some pros and cons about Seton? 

Pat: In Catholic education you learn to be more 

submissive because you don't have a union or any 

feasible means to complain other than leaving. We 

have gone through several administrators in the 

last seven years. We changed presidents twice. You 

don't have tenure and people are rarely asked to 

leave so always that trust element and credibility 

element has to start allover again. The history 

of Catholic education is that women were basically 

home when the kid got home and not the breadwinner 

and they don't realize it's not like that any 
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more. A faculty may have two or three jobs and 

must live close to the bone. Despite all that 

people demand excellence even given these 

obstacles. 

The administration is very approachable .... I 

have a friend at St. Helen's that teaches and I 

feel there's more an academic push there. It seems 

like there's more. 

Can Seton push further? 

I think they could. They have to. If the parents 

don't and the school doesn't, you can't leave it 

up to the kids .. 

Pat: They decide everything. They take out input but 

don't consider it when they make decisions. 

There's a lot of disgruntled people. People don't 

leave. They're happy here, dedicated .. 

Faculty are expected to do after school 

supervision. And they extended the school year by 

one week and school day, but got no compensation. 

What used to be a family is now a business but we 

still see it as a family and we're sucked under. 

When you 'lose' faculty you get a 30% loss in 

potential. 
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Its always been a really nice place to work. I 

expected it to be short term. The salary 

scale is not sufficient. Period. How can a kid 

possibly afford to buy a car, rent an apartment. 

Another job is sure out of need instead of 

interest. ( ... ) You have to draw people here. 

There are no financial incentives. You make under 

$20,000 to start. But a lot of staff are needed 

for recruiting. Enrollments are down, same with 

finances. A lot of the population is smaller. 

The side of the city has changed. Bungalows 

changed from four or five kids to either a single 

girl or a couple in their nineties. And there's 

gang increases, neighborhood changes, demographics 

have changed. 

I'm not going to change my lifestyle and I may 

leave. ( ... ) An administrator comes and goes. 

But you need a history to the school. You need 

people that have been here awhile. Their decision

making can be faster. Change is caught up in a 

process. Anytime there's a committee it turns into 

a long process. It's not productive. It's more 

inefficient. 
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I think there's an open relationship with the 

administration and teachers. They bent over 

backwards to help me out and very much support the 

teacher and do what they can to show that support. 

The faculty is a pro. Everyone is so friendly. A 

negative is the distance. I have a 50 mile drive. 

It takes an hour to get here. 

Do you live at home? 

I live at home. The salary is tough. Right now 

it's not too bad for me because my mom is gracious 

enough for me to live free. 

Beverly: I'm where I want to be. Seton does wonderful work. 

Between the principal and curriculum director, 

their big technology push here is an awareness to 

go forward .... There's a chasm between the 

faculty and administration and I feel that. The 

effort to change the schedule for next year is a 

focal point for the faculty feeling under 

compensated and unappreciated. . . . People have 

second jobs, they have to take care of kids and 

pick them up after school. 
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The salary. In a public suburban school I would 

walk on at $46,000. ( ... ) I've agreed with the 

students in the criticisms on the administration. 

The picky things like seams on tights and no seams 

on tights. There's bigger things. Kids see that. 

The administration has lost their approachability 

by being a team. They have this team approach, you 

have to go through protocols, steps with a 

complaint. But every time you have an opinion 

it's plopped to a committee and lost. 

I think a lot of decisions are made alone and we 

have no knowledge of where they came from. It's 

not going to change the decision and that's okay 

but I'd like to know in advance . like 

changes and I'm not notified .... The principal 

does a great job here .... I think the salary 

could be improved. We're at the bottom of the 

private sector pay. . . . Or if we had recognition 

of extra duties done or half the faculty doing all 

the work. Or some doing only what is required. 

When the administrative offices were done the kids 

had a strong reaction to the nice carpeting and 

fancy office. . . The Board ... that's a new 
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concept. We see the meetings, we don't see what 

it's for. This five year strategic plan for 

buildings and grounds .... The salaries are bad! 

Many faculty have two jobs. They attend bar, they 

teach at JCs, they waitress at night. 

The teachers in Catholic schools are dedicated. 

They enjoy working in Catholic schools. ( ... ) 

But you have to live. The Board of Directors see 

it as a business but they don't see it with people 

in it. ( ... ) We were promised a big pay raise. 

Our "big" fund raiser brought in $40,OOO! We get 

elated by this, but St. Francis raised over a 

million dollars! 

While it was clear that faculty members were proud of 

their school, the jobs they were doing, and the students 

themselves, faculty salaries dominated discussions about 

Seton. It was difficult for the faculty to justify the 

investment of time in curricular or structural matters when 

they were not compensated to do so. Many had to take on 

second jobs because of the poor salaries and thus did not 

have the time or inclination to do more or change their 

approaches. On the other hand, faculty salaries were 

determined by tuition, which placed the administration in a 
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precarious position as well. Raising tuition in a working 

class neighborhood threatened to decrease enrollment. 

The power and control of administrators were also 

sensitive issues by faculty. They did not feel they were 

heard by administrators or what they said mattered. No 

mechanisms were in place to protect them from being 

outspoken other than leaving. Many expressed an overall 

frustration with the situation. 

Summary 

In this chapter, it has been determined that the 

faculty and staff enjoyed their jobs and their students. 

They availed themselves for personal as well as academic 

needs. They voiced concern for the students and the many 

challenges which they face. However, because no mechanisms 

were in place to protect the faculty when disagreements 

arose (typical of private schools), they had no options but 

to either leave or endure the perceived inequities. In 

today's economy, changing jobs is not the simple process one 

administrator seemed to think it was. This put the 

administration at a considerable advantage and the faculty 

knew this. Despite the tensions which existed between 

faculty and administrators regarding salary and control 

issues, the commitment to students by all 

interviewed was unquestionable as the students, themselves, 

reported. 
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Although both Level I students and self-esteem were a 

concern, it is not clear why it was difficult for faculty 

and staff to associate the two. Merely by being placed in 

Level I, the students were "told" they were the least bright 

in the school which would affect them, all-female or not. It 

was a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

For the girls, the school served as a conduit to higher 

education, because they did not know enough about the 

specifics to make informed decisions about college choice. 

It did not occur to some interviewed that maybe the 

responsibility was theirs. However, despite superb academic 

preparation, despite leadership abilities and confidence 

developed in the all-female environment, one problem 

remains, which one veteran faculty member observed: 

The white blue collar kids end up on the cusp. 

They don't have enough money to go to college. 

They can go to City Community College or Suburban 

CC, but they don't qualify for work study or 

assistance. The kids whose parents were scratching 

out an existence never get to go. 

This chapter provided backgrounds of faculty and staff 

and their perspectives on the students and school, and thus 

provided insights to Research Question Three, on the 

influences of authority figures on students. Chapter 6 will 

include backgrounds of the students as well as a description 
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of each student interviewed and the setting in which each 

took place. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE STUDENTS 

Introduction 

152 

The ebullient personalities of these young women 

endeared them to.me instantly. The all-female environment 

lends itself to a lively, happy atmosphere that permeated 

the halls, and indeed, will be affirmed by the girls, 

themselves, in the interviews in the chapters that follow. 

It is very humbly that I attempt to tell their stories; my 

re-creation will be a mere shadow of the creative, vibrant 

people they are. With that in perspective, I have divided 

the subsequent chapters in the following ways: The present 

chapter will contain demographic information and a 

description of the girls in their respective groups. The 

next four chapters will house interviews with the girls, 

each arranged by topic: school, college, home, and future. 

Each chapter, then, will be sectioned by the specific groups 

of girls I observed: 

1. 11:00 lunch (11) 

2. Study hall-Honors (SHH) 

3. Study hall-Basic (SHB) 

4 • Channel One (CO) 

5. Homeroom-Seniors (SHR) 

6. Senior Lunch (SL) 



7. Junior Lunch (JL) 

8. Homeroom-Juniors (JHR) 

Demographic Information 
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To effectively answer Research Question Four, it is 

important to understand the home environment of the 

students. The following quantitative data was gathered to 

distinguish patterns that might emerge regarding the 

starting point of the girls in this sample and how that 

might affect decision-making. Parents' education and 

parents' occupation were determined because they are factors 

used to distinguish social class (see Blau & Duncan, 1967; 

Sander, 1992; Shavit & Blassfield, 1993, and many others) . 

Moreover, parents' education was found to be associated with 

college attendance (Rumberger, 1992) and serves as a proxie 

for the level of economic well-being of a family (Crowley & 

Shapiro, 1982). In addition, parental education and father's 

job prestige have been found to increase the probability of 

finishing higher education (Hout, et ale 1992). Neighborhood 

and family characteristics were used for descriptive 

purposes. 

This section is also important because it presents a 

clearer understanding of the specific backgrounds of the 

working class voices heard in this research. For comparison 

purposes, I also contrast the information with faculty 

background. 
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Parents' Education 

Of the entire sample of 60 students, 78% of the 

students lived in households in which neither parent held a 

bachelor's degree. Five percent of the sample did not 

complete eighth grade. Only 3% of the students lived in 

households in which both parents held bachelor's degrees or 

higher. Twenty-two percent lived in households in which one 

or both parents held bachelor's degrees or better. 

In contrast, 56% of the faculty sampled had one or both 

parents who held a bachelor's degree (Figure 2). Thus, the 

overwhelming majority of students came from homes in which 

little patterning for higher education could occur. This was 

not the case with faculty. The tacit rules for educational 

success--that they attend, that they focus on grades, that 

they do well on college entrance exams were in place, 

because their parents played by those rules and passed them 

on to their children. 

Of the nine parents who held bachelor's degrees, two 

attended a nonselective Research I public commuter 

university. The rest of the parents attended comprehensive 

state universities, with the exception of one parent, who 

received his degree in Italy. 

Of those holding Master's degrees, two attended 

comprehensive state and one attended a doctoral granting 
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Figure 1. Percentage of Parents with Bachelors Degrees. 



Figure 2. Percentage of Faculty's Parents with 
Bachelors Degrees. 
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Catholic university. One law degree was obtained from an 

institution in the city, and the other law and medical 

degrees were from institutions in Mexico. 

Of the above degrees held by parents, all were earned 

by institutions within the city, save for one 90 miles away, 

and three from other countries. Since none of the parents 

attended selective universities or colleges, there is little 

reason to believe that parents would encourage attendance at 

these schools or encourage their children to leave the 

geographic area. Since 80% of the faculty received their 

degrees from the metropolitan area, most of which were of 

average selectivity, it is doubtful that the value of R1 or 

selective institutions would be conveyed. The two faculty 

members interviewed that did attended R1 institutions cited 

personal reasons for choosing them. This is important to 

note because institutional selectivity is linked to both 

superior career positions (Karen, 1990), and middle and 

upper, not working class, standing. 

Parents' Occupation 

Of 58 mothers (one was deceased and another disabled), 

students reported that 76% worked outside the home. Of 

those, 7% of the occupations were professional, requiring 

bachelor's degrees or higher, such as teaching. Ten percent 

of the mothers were registered nurses. Four students (6%) 

reported that their parents owned their own businesses. Five 
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students' mothers (8%) were in occupations that required 

some post-high school training or associate's degrees, such 

as beauticians and x-ray technicians. Forty-five percent of 

those mothers who worked, however, were in occupations 

requiring a high school diploma or less, such as secretarial 

and office clerk positions, waitressing, sales, and hospital 

positions. 

Of 56 fathers (two were deceased, one unemployed and 

one "unknown"), students reported that 14% were in 

professional occupations such as teachers, doctors, or 

lawyers. Twenty percent (11) of the students' fathers were 

in occupations which required post-high school training or 

an associate's degree, such as technicians, policemen, and 

firemen. Eleven percent (6) were in low-skilled, low

prestige (see Blau & Duncan, 1967) managerial occupations 

which did not require a post-high school education, such as 

hardware store and auto parts managers. Forty-one percent 

were in blue-collar occupations not requiring post-high 

school training, such as electricians, leadmen, machinists, 

mechanics. 

Neighborhood Characteristics 

Of the 50 students who reported their cross streets or 

specific suburb in which they lived, 36% lived in inner-city 

neighborhoods (I define "inner city" as outside the white 

working class area of the city in which the school borders. 
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I further define it descriptively as dangerous, run down, 

and high crime. Having lived half of my life in this city in 

a family of nine whose on.ly mode of transportation was 

public, I feel qualified in making such a judgment, being 

very familiar with most neighborhoods in the city.) Only six 

students (12%) lived in the suburbs, five of which were 

working class suburbs bordering the city, and·52% lived in 

neighborhoods on the predominantly white working-class 

northwest side. In contrast, 93% of the faculty sampled 

currently lived, and 76% were raised in suburban areas, only 

one of which would be considered working class and which 

bordered the city. 

The cultural lenses of the students and faculty, then 

were clearly different. That many faculty repor~ed the value 

of higher education was not so much economic as it was an 

intrinsic value demonstrates that their perspective was 

borne from privileged environs, foreign ~o most of the 

students. The fact that as college students they might not 

be able to support themselves was never a concern to 

faculty. The financial safety valve of their parents was 

always there to tap. And indeed, two faculty responded that 

they 6urrently lived at home. Few students reported the 

economic buffer which the faculty enjoyed during their 

school years. What role, then, did the faculty play? Did 

they serve as role ~odels or gatekeepers? Answers to :~ese 



questions will begin to unfold as the girls share their 

views on faculty and school. 

Family Characteristics 
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The number of children per household ranged from one to 

six, with an average of three children per family. Over one

third (34%) of the students reported that they lived in 

homes in which their parents were divorced or a parent 

deceased. One-third (33%) of the students reported that 

either one or both of their parents came from a country 

other than the United States, predominantly Poland and 

Italy. Further, in a survey of Miss Walsh's senior English 

class of 24 students, 65% (15) reported that either they, 

one, or both of their parents were born in a country other 

than the United States. 

Summary 

Unlike in Weis' (1990) study in which she found that 

there was no work for the working class, the parents in this 

study were working, and very hard. Many worked two jobs to 

provide their daughters with a private education. Many 

worked in blue-collar or unskilled jobs, not only because of 

their lack of education but because of their ethnic 

backgrounds. According to Cassin and Griffith (1981), their 

ethnic background serves as a basis for socioeconomic 

inequality by being "forced" into the lowest level jobs. 

Further, Sander (1992) found that women's ethnic backgrounds 
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(as defined by nationality and religion) have a negative 

effect for Italian and Polish--the ethnic background of many 

in this study. Being Catholic, however, yielded a positive 

effect. 

Many girls' parents were divorced and made immeasurably 

more sacrifices for their daughters than those from two 

parent homes. Further, students from single parent homes 

were found to be at a disadvantage academically, often 

scoring lower on standardized test scores and grades (Mulkey 

et al., 1992; Sander, 1992). 

Most parents, then,could not subsidize their daughters 

educations or guide them through the process of entering 

college or persisting, not having attended college 

themselves. Many were immigrants, faced with language, 

cultural, and social barriers. The low prestige factor of 

parents' occupations and their lack of education exacerbates 

the likelihood of higher education attainment (Hout, 1993). 

Before it begins, college is a far off and distant land. The 

role of the school thus begins to emerge as the critical 

missing piece of the higher education puzzle for working 

class girls. 

The Girls 

11:00 Lunch (11) 

This group is composed of seniors who, interestingly, 

all received 14s on their ACT, save for one. They would not 
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be categorized as one of the popular groups in the senior 

class. Extracurricular activities were at a minimum, and 

academics were a problem. The girls in this group were Ali, 

quick-witted and who had a comment on everything; Linda, 

apparently ambivalent about life; Alicia, a full-figured, 

pretty, blue eyed girl who was always congenial, and had a 

smile on her face; and Nina, the comedian. Also included in 

the group was Kay, an intelligent, reserved, very neatly 

appearing sophomore. I spent several lunch periods with this 

group, and like the other lunch groups, I was assigned a 

specific seat in which to sit. In fact, the girls sat in the 

same seats every day, as well. If a girl was missing, her 

seat was still left unoccupied. 

The girls were concerned with academics at this 

particular time of year 'because finals were approaching and 

two were afraid of flunking an exam and therefore not 

graduating. On two occasions, Nina spent the period reading 

out of her notebook to Alicia in lieu of eating. Alicia, 

however, enjoyed full-course lunches with desserts as Nina 

read those notes. She listened and looked intently at Gina 

as she ate. Studying was an anomaly, however. The recurring 

theme at all three lunch tables was boys--who was mad at 

whom, who broke up with whom, who did what with whom, who 

went to the prom with whom. Pictures were always present and 

passed regardless of the topic at the table. In fact, my 
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first introduction to Ali quickly illumined me on the lack 

of servitude with which they will tolerate concerning the 

opposite sex. 

Ali: I have a boyfriend. I'm mad at him. He tells 

me at 8:40 I have to pick him up. I said you want 

me to drive all the way over there when I've 

already driven an hour in traffic? Forget it. I 

hung up on him. 

Study Hall 

Because the girls were interviewed in study periods 

throughout the day as opposed to the others who were 

specifically grouped by homeroom, by lunch group, etc. and 

because there periodically emerged patterns in answers based 

on the levels in which they were placed, I chose to group 

the girls in study hall according to academic placement. The 

honors group consists of girls placed in the upper two 

levels and the basic group consists of girls placed in the 

lower two levels. 

My "shadowee," Candy, explained study hall procedures. 

They were not allowed to speak to each other and were 

supposed to be kept busy with homework, but passing photo 

albums, reading newspapers, and passing notes were common 

activities. They were allowed to leave only for official 

reasons--tutoring with a teacher, special club activities-

and only with a pass. I told Candy that I would be 
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interested in talking with girls in study halls and she then 

went directly to her friends' study hall classroom. I stood 

in front of the classroom by the monitor and watched her ask 

her friend if she would be interested. As the friend got 

up, three others stood up with her and all four approached 

the study hall monitor to be signed out. Clearly, these 

four came as a package. 

Their conversation with me flowed from one girl to the 

next so fluidly that it was as if "they" were one, with no 

pauses between persons. The content and opinions, however, 

varied, with little reticence to object to others' 

statements. We sat on the floor in a hallway that led to 

the convent attached to the school. An elderly nun 

approached us after a few minutes to reprimand us for the 

unladylike behavior we were exhibiting "sprawled out there 

on the floor" and old feelings, once again, resurfaced-

those feelings of always being in trouble with the nuns. We 

quickly got up and I muttered that they had not changed in 

decades and we giggled our way to another part of the 

building. 

Since the seniors wore black sweaters I approached a 

study hall room with only that in mind--seeking out the 

sweater and asking for an interview. We almost always left 

the study hall site to talk privately. We went to various 

places--a small unused lounge, an auditorium, the counseling 
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area, the foyer--any place where we could be alone and 

undisturbed. Colleen was the only one who took me to the 

site. She led me to the library conference room and after 

that I held several interviews there, as well. Of the 60 

girls interviewed, she stood out as the one with the most 

leadership abilities, although she positioned herself in the 

"middle class" as opposed to the upper and lower classes in 

her analogy about popularity at Seton. (See her interview 

in Chapter 7.) 

A few interviews were held at the study hall site. For 

example, when talking with Cassie and Emily, we stayed at 

the site because the study hall monitor had not arrived yet. 

Despite this, the girls were quiet and tended to homework or 

other self-contained activities. The most unruly behavior 

was turning on the television to watch All My Children. 

Emily said the teacher was usually about 20 minutes late. 

When she arrived, one of the girls quickly turned off the 

soap opera and proceeded to work. 

It was my observation that Seton was a blend of 

compliance on the one hand--no blatant rebellious behaviors 

constituting suspension--and mild insurrections on the 

other--speaking out in class, being out of uniform. The 

girls both needed the approval of their superiors and their 

own independence. 
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The honors group (SHH) consisted of soft-spoken, 

athletic Collette; Melissa, and Meg, the actresses; Tina and 

Lana, two spirited girls anxious to tackle life; Rachel, the 

bright-eyed workaholic; Mary and Amanda, lovers of culture, 

museums, and best friends; Colleen, a quiet leader; and 

Hannah, a bubbly girl with a wonderful smile. 

The basic group (SHB) included Cassie and Emily, 

attractive, happy, friendly girls who love to have fun; 

Yvette, from Puerto Rico, who never felt she quite belonged 

in the school; Kendra, smiled freely--confident in tacking 

any challenge; Jill and Natalie, two friends who just wanted 

to get out of Seton; and Stephanie, an African American, 

quiet, embittered by some experiences but undeterred in the 

plans for herself. 

Channel One (CO) 

The girls met here to view the national high school 

news channel. Since Channel One was mixed across classes 

(freshmen, sophomores, etc.) I found that little camaraderie 

existed among the girls. Because of this, I felt little 

connection with this class, as a whole. 

In this group was Tess, always negative--the only girl 

I truly felt was both hard on the inside as well as the 

outside; Liz, strikingly beautiful and gentle-natured; 

Joanne, rather proud of her "high station" economically; 

Rita, quickly willing to share, yet withdrawn among her 
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confident, and ready for MTV. 

Senior Homeroom (SHR) 
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Announcements were made during this time by the Dean of 

Students. By listening one understood the social justice 

emphasis of the school in pragmatic terms. For example, the 

first few days of my visit the dean encouraged the girls to 

"really dig into your pockets during lunch for the Oklahoma 

City victims." At that point, they had collected $400. 

Another day she requested that girls write letters to a 

terminally ill 12-year-old boy. On another, an animal anti

cruelty meeting was announced. Parochial concerns were also 

addressed, such as the pervading topic of both staff and 

students--the proper way to wear a uniform. (To my amusement 

one day, during the morning announcements, someone 

elaborated on the particulars of how to tuck in the shirt.) 

When the parent/daughter dinner dance details were 

announced, Ronda, famous for talking out loud to no one in 

particular, said, "Yeah, it was fine last year when my 

parents were together but this year, like.. " 

Occasionally announcements were read to the class by 

the teacher or student. One girl started reading 

announcements and did not like the noise factor. She 

suddenly stopped mid-sentence and screamed, "Shut up!" and 

calmly continued. That the girl's scream was taken with 



168 

aplomb by the rest reflects the overall lively complexion of 

this homeroom. Miss Stevens consistently tracked the girl's 

academic status, seeking girls out and discussing and 

encouraging them to improve and succeed. Yet, she was 

inextricably linked to their personal lives as well, and 

like Mrs. Hearn, the junior homeroom advisor, spent several 

hours in and out of class in personal consultation. These 

teachers and girls were deeply attached to each other and 

functioned beyond the teacher/student relationships found in 

academic classes. This was due, in part, to the homeroom 

advisor remaining with the same group of students all four 

years; it was also because of the advisors, themselves. When 

Miss Stevens announced that "the library will be closed 

today from 12 o'clock on because of AP testing" one girl 

panicked. 

Jenny: Oh, no, Miss Stevens! I need the library today! 

Miss S: Why? 

Jenny: I need the encyclopedia. 

Miss S: What period? 

Jenny: Seventh. 

Miss Stevens thought a minute and arranged to meet her in 

the computer room at that time. She readily availed herself 

to the girls quietly and consistently. On Wednesday, seniors 

who had first period free did not have to be on campus and 

those in Miss Stevens homeroom could be found there. It was 
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their haven. One morning I happened by the room and found 

some seniors drawing flowers on the board with colored 

chalk, printing boys' names inside and chatting about them. 

Others were quietly doing homework. Some talked with Miss 

Stevens who, theoretically, had this period free. The room 

was their safe place; they were accepted unconditionally. 

Gaps were filled here that some homes could not provide. 

Yet, it is very difficult to picture the same scenario if 

boys were in the mix. It is my sense that their ability to 

be themselves would be hampered by the traditional 

male/female roles the girls felt forced to play (see Chapter 

7) • 

Senior homeroom was itself a lively environment. Girls 

chatted in groups, some sat on the floor, some took turns 

sitting at Miss Stevens' desk, a few were always walking 

somewhere, one day someone sprawled across the top of desks, 

some were at their desks or on the floor doing homework, 

some engaged in lively banter or serious discussion with 

Miss Stevens. 

A few of the girls, Chelsea, Sue, Dianne, and Carla, 

would be characterized as loners in the group. Rarely 

talking with the other girls or each other, I had to make it 

a point to say hello to them before they would even look up 

from their desks. They were usually just doing homework. 

Chelsea was blonde and sweet, with a smile that belies the 
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sad home life she endured; Dianne was very neat in 

appearance, donned round wire rims and openly stated she was 

an outcast; Carla hated school but loved Miss Stevens. Also 

in this homeroom were four jovial buddies of Donna, Felicia, 

Janie, and Ronda. Donna was athletic and practical-minded; 

Felicia and Janie were close, bubbly and finished each 

other's sentences; and Ronda was assertive, comedic and 

endearing, despite her self-proclaimed tales of woe. For 

example, while interviewing Donna, Ronda said from across 

the room, "Oh sure, you use a bigger notebook for Donna. 

" 
Some of the girls found in this homeroom were also in 

the senior lunch group, so I have reserved my conversations 

with them for that section. 

Senior Lunch (SL) 

This group was the group of which to be a part. They 

were popular, outgoing, attractive, and readily spoke their 

minds. They were heard in their classes. Among them were 

class officers, athletes, cheerleaders. Many were in high 

honors or honors, though a few (the president of the class, 

for one) took basic classes. There was an air of confidence 

at this table and they were quick to object to their 

friend's statements if they contradicted their own. They had 

their own ideas on life and future and did not succumb to an 

action because of peer pressure. Candy talked colorfully 
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fast, was bright and energetic; Nan spoke her mind and said 

she would "take nothing from nobody"; Anna was sensitive and 

thoughtful; Peggy was exceptionally pretty and quiet, an 

anomaly to this loquacious group. Leah was athletic and 

ready with an opinion on any topic; Penny was less flashy 

than her peers, and did not participate in extracurricular 

activities as they did; Shawn seemed to always be in trouble 

or upset about something. Bev had fiery red hair and a 

personality to match; Jessica, pensive and reserved, and 

Lauren, who just could not wait to have kids, were also part 

of the group but did not eat at this lunch. 

Junior Lunch (JL) 

Included in this group was slender, attractive Jan, 

with her animated expressions and Italian accent. While I 

knew the other juniors from homeroom and stayed with the 

seniors during the first three days at lunch, my first 

introduction to Jan was later than the others. It was not, 

however, an inauspicious beginning. While the girls and I 

sat chatting, she rushed to the table, slammed down her 

hand, bent over toward our faces and excitedly spoke in a 

combination of Italian and English, using her whole body to 

communicate the trauma. The girls just looked at her 

passively and when she was finished, I felt exhausted. I 

asked the girl next to me what that was all about and she 
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merely said, "family stuff." Jan then sat down as if nothing 

happened and ate her lunch. 

Maria was tall with long black hair and appeared and 

acted older than her years. Andi was all smiles and friendly 

and laughed easily. After we had a long conversation she 

turned to Jeanine and said, "Oh, she knows my whole life's 

story." I replied, "Yeah, I feel like your mom," and we 

laughed. Later I passed her in the halls in between classes 

and she yelled, "Hi, Mom!" The nickname stuck. 

Andrea, part or all African American (she was not sure 

since she had never seen her birth parents), was very quiet. 

Over the four weeks, she seemed to be my shadow, appearing 

at my side when I came to one of her classes or homeroom. 

Sandy was a prankster and like Angie, loved to laugh and 

joke. Bess, on the other hand, always looked distant, sad, 

or appeared on the brink of crying--yet asked me where I was 

when I did not appear in homeroom or at lunch one day. 

Janine was a St. Helen's High School transfer--the girls' 

school in a nearby, yet exclusive suburb. As I approached 

her during lunch she was startled, hurriedly snuck a birth 

control pill in her mouth and slipped the case under some 

books before I could sit down. Mindy was a lively girl, bent 

on "marrying an Italian and having lots of kids." 
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Junior Homeroom (JHR) 

Most of the aforementioned juniors were in this 

homeroom. Like the senior homeroom, it was filled with 

laughter, chatter, and fun, yet primarily by the girls from 

junior lunch. About half of the girls stayed in their seats 

during homeroom but the atmosphere was upbeat, nonetheless. 

It was difficult to observe this homeroom without chuckling 

at some little incident which befell one of the girls. One 

day, for example, Stacy ran into the room and up to Mrs. 

Hearn and me laughing. 

Sandy: Bess got a demerit from Miss White's class! 

Mrs. Hearn: 

Sandy: 

Oh no. What for? 

(giggles) I said 'Heil Hitler' and did this 

(angling her arm upward) and Miss White 

didn't do anything but when Bess did it, Miss 

White gave her a demerit! Bess: Very funny. 

Mrs. Hearn was the junior equivalent of Miss Stevens 

regarding the compassion she had for the girls and their 

admiration for her. She was quick-witted and she and the 

girls often joked with each other. Mrs. Hearn was rarely 

alone when the bell rang, often staying behind in 

consultation with a girl for personal or academic reasons. 

While the conversations often focused on guys, the juniors, 

like the seniors, never talked about them in ways that 

indicated that they passively responded in subservient ways. 
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laughter or in ways that conveyed independence and 

assertiveness. 

MW: Have you seen Joe? 
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Andi: (Showing me her pictures again) Yeah, but . . . 

MW: Too big an ego? 

Andi: Yeah! He called me and told me he was going 

dancing on Friday because he heard I was, so 

I told him I was going on Saturday, not 

Friday. What a leech! 

MW: Going to a tanning salon on a date, a first 

date no less, is different. 

Andi: 

MW: 

Andi: 

Yeah! He said he played on some semi-pro 

football team (laughing). 

Big deal! 

Yeah (both laughing) . 

The girls in this section included Anita, Edna, Selena, 

Kaitlin, Shar1a, Kate, and Patty. Anita smiled readily 

despite the confusion at home; Selena was the confidant, 

aspiring dancer; Edna kept very much to her self, 

unfortunately keeping her quick wit to herself as well; 

Kaitlin was bubbly and talkative; Kate was athletic and 

quiet, likely because of a slight speech impediment of which 

she was uncomfortable. Patty was somewhat bitter towards 

school and the only one of the 60 girls who insisted that 
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she will never go to college. Six foot tall Sharla, an 

African American, was in sports but did not really appear 

athletic and helped in physical education classes every free 

period. 

Summary 

This chapter presented family demographics and in so 

doing, set up the framework for addressing Research Question 

Four which focuses on information and family background. It 

also provided descriptions of the people behind the 

interview in the next few chapters in an attempt to humanize 

and individualize the seldom heard voices of the working 

class. 

Each of the next four chapters will begin with 

quantitative data of the respective topic, an explanation of 

the types of questions asked and the purposes of those 

questions, and will conclude with the interviews themselves. 



CHAPTER 7 

ON SCHOOL 

Introduction 
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This chapter will include first a brief quantitative 

review of the academic standing of the students and their 

extracurricular activities. The rest of the chapter will 

include interviews focusing on school experiences, with a 

synopsis of the int~rviews following each of the several 

topics discussed. 

Academic Standing 

Of the senior cohort, nine (22%) of the girls in this 

sample were on the 'top 50' list, three of which were in the 

top 10. The ACT scores ranged from 14-29, with a mean score 

of 21. Over half the sample reported scores of 21 or better; 

12 of these reported scores of 24-29, or 29% of the sample. 

Only eight scores were below 18, the minimum score required 

to be unconditionally accepted into a nonselective four-year 

institution. A few of the girls were planning to take bridge 

classes during the summer in order to be accepted into the 

institution of choice. Most of the juniors did not report 

taking the ACT, so the cohort was excluded from this data. 

Extracurricular Activities 

Over half (53%) of the students sampled participated in 

some extracurricular activity. Of the seniors, 66% 
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participated. Of the total sample participating in school 

activities, 91% also held outside jobs at an average of 19.2 

hours per week. Of the seniors, 85% held jobs. 

Of the entire sample, 85% were employed. They averaged 

22 hours of work per w~ek, ranging in hours from 7 to 45. 

Looking at employment by class, 90% of the seniors and 69% 

of the juniors held outside jobs. Interestingly, employment 

has been found to be associated with drop-out rates 

(Eckstrom et al., 1986), yet it was part of the high school 

experience for most of the girls in this sample. 

Thus while the majority of girls participated in 

extracurricular activities they also maintain jobs and 

school. The overwhelming majority maintained at least half

time jobs. Their lives were high-paced and rigorous; at the 

same time, they enjoyed a 100% graduation rate. 

During these interviews I attempted to ascertain 

basically what their experiences were at the school and how 

they perceived four areas of school life: single-sex 

education; the institution itself; their likes and dislikes 

about school; and their sense of the teachers, both 

positively and negatively. I was curious to discover if the 

academic environment mattered to them. Because the girls 

were placed in academic levels, I was also interested in 

their perceptions of those levels. These questions, in part, 

focused on Research Question Three. 
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(11) 

Linda: 
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Interviews 

Why did you come to Seton? 

My parents didn't want to send me to a city 

public school. They ditch and leave whenever 

they want to. If an employer sees a diploma 

from here I'll get a better job. 

Kay: All three of my sisters went here. It was my 

MW: 

Kay: 

Alicia: 

(SHH) 

choice. I'm glad. 

Considering your circumstances (four 

children, the mom deceased and the dad a 

machinist), isn't tuition hard to meet? 

It's hard. 

It's difficult. Both my brother and sister 

are in Catholic schools. 

Melissa: My dad works two jobs to pay for tuition and 

loans. I help as much as I can. 

Rachel: 

Yvette: 

We live in Cottonwood Park but we just moved 

here. I lived near Parker High School all my 

life. My sister got jumped at Parker last 

year and ended up in the hospital so my mom 

said, 'that's it!' We moved. 

Tuition is hard. My brother also goes to a 

Catholic school. 
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(CO) 

Liz: My parents made sacrifices to send me. My 

father did. We just moved in the 7th grade-

our first house. The mortgage went way up. It 

was iffy about Seton so my mom got side jobs 

and my dad got two jobs. They couldn't buy 

stuff for themselves but they gave to me. 

Tess: 

(SHR) 

Dianne: 

(City) schools are bad. 

My friends at Parker are afraid of walking 

the halls. They're quiet and not involved in 

things. They don't like the drugs and guns. 

Chelsea: It was my choice to come here. It's close to 

my house and I didn't want to go to the 

public school. 

Donna: My parents wanted to send me to Catholic 

schools no matter what. It's been hard to 

meet tuition. My dad was out of work for 

awhile--two weeks out of work. He got a job 

for a week and a half and hated it and my mom 

told him to quit. He just got a job this 

year. 

(SL) 
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(JHR) 

Anita: . 

Sharla: 
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Tuition is a hardship. When people think 'if 

she's an accountant, she makes a lot' it's 

not true. She's not a CPA. 

I wanted to come here. I got accepted at Hale 

and my friends went there but I have problems 

with them over boys. I always have problems 

with girls over boys so I decided to come 

here. 

It's hard. My mom's a single parent and she 

has to take care of three girls. 

It is clear that many families made lifestyle changes 

and endured hardships in order to send their daughters to 

the school. Some parents were committed to sending their 

children because culturally and traditionally, Catholics, if 

able to financially, send their children to Catholic 

schools. 

Many sent their daughters to Seton because they 

perceived it to be a safer environment than the public 

school system. A stigma was attached to public schools. 

There was an underlying assumption that city schools were 

dangerous, undisciplined, and inadequate academically, 

although no students explicitly stated that academics were 

the primary reason for attending Seton. 
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My questions now focused on their activities outside of 

classes. 

MW: Do you participate in any extracurricular 

activities here? 

(11) 

Nina: 

Alicia: 

Linda: 

MW: 

Linda: 

(SHH) 

Hannah: 

No time. I work at a chicken place 30 hours a 

week. 

Italian Club. Color guard. I work at B & B 

Finer Foods (we chuckled at her 

advertisement) 20 hours a week. 

I was in Dance Club but she stopped having 

meetings. We had a talent show and after that 

we never did anything. I always liked that. I 

went to ballet class. I took dance classes 

here and then heard about Dance Club. 

Did you ever think of, instead of going to 

beauty school, majoring in dance instead? 

I'd like that. I'd love it, I probably should 

look into that. (We spent some time in 

discussion about this future possibility.) 

Ambassador's officer, Italian Club, and 

National Honor Society. (At this my eyebrows 

raised and she said, 'Yeah," sheepishly. She 

told me previously that she was not very 
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Hannah: 
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smart despite being in high honors classes 

and scoring a 27 on the ACT.) 

And do you work? 

In a restaurant. I'm a phone girl Wednesday 

to Sunday, 22 hours a week, depending on how 

busy we are. 

Collette: I started playing softball at 8. All four 

years here I played varsity. There's only two 

seniors on the team. I'd like to play beyond 

high school but I don't see how I'd manage 

work and school. 

MW: Where would you like to play? 

Collette: City University. If I played softball my dad 

said I wouldn't have to work but I'm not sure 

I'm good enough to make it. 

MW: I did it. You could do it. 

Collette: You did! I don't know. 

Tina: 

Lana: 

I did plays. 

I was on the cross country, track and soccer 

teams. At the suburban public schools they 

have everything you can think of in the 

schools. The soccer facilities! Here we have 

nothing. And the kids there don't mind that 
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Rachel: 
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they stay after school in the suburban public 

schools. Here everyone leaves. 

Are you still in sports this year? 

I quit. Too many financial problems. I had to 

quit. 

I'm a class officer and play soccer and I'm 

in a lot of clubs. I play all sports. I 

practice, work until 11 and do my homework. 

Colleen: I'm president of the Irish Club, and a member 

of the Ambassadors and I'm in National Honor 

Society and the Spanish National Honor 

Society. I also work in a bookstore 15 hours 

a week and then babysit. That's easy. We sit 

and play games. 

Mary: Theater--drama and musicals. Ambassadors, 

Irish Club. I work at Best Buys 24-28 hours a 

week. 

Amanda: Basketball, class officer, National Honor 

society, Ambassadors, Irish Club. 

Natalie: I did track for three years but then I had to 

work too much. 



(CO) 

Liza: 

(SHR) 

Donna: 

MW: 

Donna: 

MW: 

Donna: 

MW: 

Donna: 

(SL) 

Anna: 

MW: 

Anna: 

MW: 

Anna: 
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No extracurricular activities because of my 

job. 

I'm in track. I started sophomore year. I was 

on basketball since I was a freshman. My 

parents had me in sports since I was five. 

Will you continue in college? 

Maybe intramural. I don't want to compete 

that high. I don't think I'd be good enough 

in college. 

What position do you play? 

Anything. I've played shortstop, infield, 

outfield, anything. 

Do you know what Title IX is? 

No. 

My priorities are first school, then work, 

then everything else. 

Do you work now? 

I work 20 hours a week at a bank. 

Do your parents want you to work? 

They want me to do something. I can't sit 

around and do nothing. My brother is in 

junior high, he works on weekends at my 
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uncle's pizza place but he's so lazy. My mom 

really spoils him. 

Later we had this conversation: 

MW: Do you do anything with the school? 

Anna: 

(JL) 

Freshman year and half of sophomore I was on 

track. I quit because I had a job. I'm in 

gymnastics now because it's just in the 

mornings, because jobs are my top priority. 

Without money you can't do anything and I 

hate getting money from my parents. I always 

pay them back even when they tell me not to. 

Jan: Vice-President of Italian Club and I'm on the 

volleyball team. It was a great experience. 

MW: Are you good? (I asked because she had a 

prototype body for volleyball. She was tall 

and lean and the type of body coaches would 

notice. ) 

Jan: I'm good. (She says it smiling and we both 

laugh. ) 

MW: Would you tryout in college? 

Jan: Not in college. I'll work and go to school. I 

love volleyball but it's the time. I work 24 

hours a week. 



(JHR) 

Kate: 
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I played soccer since I was 6. ( ... ) Soccer 

is really big in the suburbs. It's soccer, 

soccer, soccer. Here we get overlooked. 

Softball and track are the big sports. Only 

when softball is away do we get the field. 

Kaitlin: I played softball since I was 8. This year I 

planned to get a job in spring so I quit 

sports. 

Financial considerations took precedent over the 

extracurricular. At best, the students were compelled to 

juggle both work and school activities--rarely choosing the 

latter over the former when time necessitated that they 

choose. It did not occur to them that their social class 

standing might have had something to do with why the 

suburban school students actually stayed after school to 

enjoy their clubs and sports and the Seton girls did not. It 

did not occur to them that those students had the option, or 

were given the option to enjoy the variety of experiences 

high school had to offer, develop themselves in areas other 

than the academic, and just have fun enjoying the 

camaraderie of their peers. The students at Seton had no 

choice financially but to go to work, were so driven by the 

work ethic in which they were raised, or both, that it took 
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priority over everything else, including boyfriends. Most 

only saw boyfriends on weekends. To them, that most clubs 

met before school in order to accommodate their job 

schedules was great. They could "have it all." 

It was disturbing that so many girls dropped out of 

sports by the time they were seniors, while girls in the 

middle and upper classes were afforded the option of 

developing as athletes and pursuing college careers. These 

girls were not. Not only did these girls in athletics, all 

of their lives, stop playing but none had heard of Title IX, 

the federal law mandating that equal opportunities be 

provided for women in sport (read: scholarships). Most 

thought that collegiate athletics were far beyond their 

reach, not considering that several levels of collegiate 

competition exist. Moreover, I began to sense an overall 

lack of self-confidence among the girls. For example, though 

Hannah was very bright she did not believe it, despite high 

grades and scores and her membership in the National Honor 

Society. Donna and Collette actively encouraged by their 

parents to participate in sports at very young ages, stopped 

short at feeling capable of making a college team at any 

level. Jones et al. (1990) found that low self-esteem was 

not uncommon among working class students and, in fact, was 

unintentionally nurtured in schools by a lack of 

understanding by teachers. The lack of their participation 
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in athletics, forfeiting the possibility of procuring a 

collegiate scholarship and thus easing their financial 

burden, is not the only concern. It is also the intrinsic 

benefits and enjoyment that escapes their grasp when they 

eliminate sports competition. Setting goals and attaining 

them, interacting with, working with, and competing with 

teammates and thus building lifelong bonds, developing a 

disciplined lifestyle that carries over into other areas of 

life, experiencing the exhilaration and pure enjoyment of 

sport--these arguably, might be the most important qualities 

that escape them. The point, however, is that the middle and 

upper classes have the luxury to choose. These girls do not. 

Sibling rivalry aside, Anna felt her 12 or 13 year old 

brother, too young to be employed by law, was lazy, given 

that he only worked on weekends at their uncle's pizza 

parlor. As our oldest son approaches 16, it does not occur 

to my husband or me that he get a job. He plays sports, he 

has homework, and that is enough. If he was a girl, the same 

would hold true. But I had forgotten, until I returned to my 

old neighborhood, how this pervasive value of work courses 

through the veins of the working class so early in life. But 

it is not to amass wealth; it is merely to get by. Walking 

along the streets, I recalled the paper routes, the 

gymnastics lessons I taught, the camp counseling job I had-

all before I was 13. At 15, I lied about my age to procure a 
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job in a clothing store and those jobs continued through 

college. Values which I buried in dealing with my own son 

were the same ones which were passed on to these girls. The 

reality is that choices have been stripped from them because 

of the social class to which they were born. 

The next two sections focus on the positives and 

negatives about Seton. 

MW: What do you like about this school? 

(II) 

Nina: 

Linda: 

(SHH) 

Mary: 

No make-up, you don't have to impress 

somebody, you get a better education because 

you don't look at guys all the time. Going 

for jobs, it's better to say you're from 

Seton. They see you went to a Catholic 

school so they know you have discipline. The 

boss will hire you. 

It's good. I don't have to worry about 

impressing anyone. And with all the girls, I 

listen more in class and relate more in 

class. 

No guys. I don't have to take a shower and 

worry about guys. It gives you a foot up. In 

grammar school I felt intimidated with boys. 

Now I'm vocal. 
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Discuss "a foot up." 

You don't have to waste all that time 

worrying about clothes and hair. We goof 

around with friends. I don't mean we're nerds 

(laughter). We can stay focused. 

Collette: A big pro is all-girls because I went to a 

public grammar school. Boys got all the 

Lana: 

Tina: 

Lana: 

attention. 

We're very able to focus on ourselves as 

women. People at public high schools 

the stereotypes are still there. 

Females are still treated second-hand. You're 

not distracted. We have a couple of classes 

with Catholic Boys School (CBS). Teachers 

give more attention to boys. 

In anatomy/physiology we have only three guys 

and the girls are quiet. Just the guys talk. 

It's not just the teachers, the girls are 

intimidated. In grade school you learn to act 

like a little girl and be proper, be quiet. 

MW: It's not like that here! 

Lana and Tina: No (laughter)! 

Rachel: I like all the girls. I don't have to worry 

about my appearance. 
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Melissa: I have as many guy friends as if I went to a 

public school. But I don't have to get all 

dressed up to go to school. I have lots of 

guy friends. I see guy friends every day at 

her house (pointing to Meg) . 

Meg: 

(SHB) 

Cassie: 

(CO) 

Liza: 

(SHH) 

But I'm cuter (laughter). 

I like it because it's just girls. It's 

comfortable. No one cares. 

I like all the girls. There's no pressure of 

who's with who. There's not many fights 

because there's no guys to fight over. 

Sue: I'm glad I went to a girl's school so I can 

prove my leadership skills. 

(SL) 

Anna: I like that it's all female. When I went to a 

mixed grammar school the guys have more 

favoritism. You don't have to watch what you 

say. With boys around in grammar school 

you're afraid to say anything. Here my 

confidence was brought up. I learned how 

other girls think. Here they want you to be 

something. The guys will put you down or make 



(JL) 

Maria: 

(JHR) 
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fun of you if you say anything--girls won't 

do that. 

I like no guys. I don't have to wear make-up 

and I learn better. I'm always distracted if 

I'm there. I think my Italian teacher goes 

for the guys over the girls. 

Anita: You don't get as distracted as you would at a 

public school. And there's not the gangs and 

drinking problems like at a public school. 

Kaitlin: I like all the girls. I knew I could be OK 

with guys, to speak my opinions. But here you 

can get in a discussion with the other girls 

and get their views. Girls are more open and 

you don't have to worry about what guys 

think. 

The girls valued their all-female environment for many 

reasons. Most of the reasons, however, were in response to 

their negative experiences in coed classes rather than a 

proactive. view of the all-female environment. Their 

responses basically fell into two categories which I have 

labeled "self-imposed barriers" and "externally-imposed 

barriers." 
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The self-imposed barriers were those barriers in which 

the girls, themselves, had control to remove but felt they 

could not. They liked the school because they did not have 

to wear make-up, or dress up in the presence of males. They 

did not have to shower if they did not want to. They could 

listen more because they felt they did not have to impress 

the boys. The way they appeared to males was not an option 

in their view. These findings concur with McRobbie (1978), 

Carnoy and Levin (1988) and others who suggest that working 

class females place a high value on appearing feminine to 

the opposite sex. 

The girls could be themselves and have fun with their 

friends and not worry about how they appeared to other 

girls. But they could not act in silly ways in front of 

boys. They reported that boys hindered the learning process 

because they were a distraction, yet they had the power 

either to focus or not to focus on boys, to fight or not to 

fight over them. 

No girls felt that the absence of boys hindered their 

social life or the ability to interact with boys, as Dale 

(1966), Harris (1986) and Schneider and Coutes (1982) 

suggest. The girls reported the many ways in which they 

socialized--at home, at friends' houses, out dancing, etc. 

school time, they seemed to say, was their time for 

themselves, to be themselves. 
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Externally-imposed barriers were those impediments 

which were caused by external forces, such as teachers or 

students, or those barriers, while internally manifested 

(feelings, emotions) were externally generated. Girls 

reported that teachers focused more on the boys than the 

girls, both in elementary school and in exchange classes 

with CBS boys. The girls reported that boys made fun of them 

in classes and they therefore felt too intimidated to speak 

in class (a few high honors girls reported that they spoke 

up but observed the others did not). One girl reported that 

her confidence level increased since attending Seton. 

Whether teachers actually focused on boys more than 

girls in this study cannot be ascertained, although it has 

been substantiated in similar studies earlier reported. 

However, it is important that the girls believed it to be so 

and it is important that teachers be particularly aware of 

this phenomenon when teaching their classes. That boys are 

allowed to belittle girls in class is reprehensible and must 

be eliminated. 

I have included a third category labeled "proactive 

engagement." The responses in this category were not 

reactionary as were those in the previous categories. 

Rather, they were in direct response to the all-female 

environment itself. Sue, a high honors student, enjoyed the 

leadership opportunities which were afforded her, and Anna, 
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also in high honors, appreciated the opportunity to learn 

how other girls thought. 

While many "were forced" to attend Seton because of the 

traditionally accepted practice in the families of attending 

Catholic schools or because their parents feared the lack of 

safety in public schools, 100% of the students sampled found 

the all female environment to be one of the highlights of 

their educational experience. 

MW: Discuss other positive about school. 

(SHH) 

Colleen: I think I got a good education here. All the 

people are good. They were all influential to 

me. Teachers were very .... They get to 

know you, you get to know them. I enjoyed the 

classes. They prepared me for college. My 

brother didn't know what a thesis is! Before 

Christmas break of sophomore year we needed 

to write a paper with a thesis. We've had to 

do a lot of thesis writing. 

Collette: I like the curriculum. 

MW: Why? 

Collette: They have different levels. I tended to be in 

honors. You can be in honors in one class and 

regular in another. 
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(SHB) 

Natalie: I like the fact that everybody knows each 

other. It's like family. 

Jill: 

Natalie: 

Emily: 

Cassie: 

Emily: 

(CO) 

Liza: 

Rita: 

Tess: 

The teachers are nice. 

I like the teachers. 

I like the teachers here. 

I like that they stress leadership but when 

you exert leadership they think we're 

challenging authority. 

Teachers are on our side. That's the 

difference between teachers and 

administrators. 

I think all the teachers have always helped 

me out. They're always fair. They give me 

chances. They were always there if I didn't 

understand. They gave me leeway. I've had no 

bad experiences at all. 

I like the different levels of classes. If 

you're really smart and determined you can 

take high honors. If you have trouble in some 

classes you can take basic levels. Therevs 

lots of variety. 

Teachers care and help you through a lot of 

things. 



(SHR) 

Karla: 

Dianne: 

(SL) 

Anna: 

(JL) 

Andrea: 

Maria: 
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There are certain teachers in certain classes 

that relate to you on your level. They act 

like they're your equal. It's easy to learn 

from them. 

The teachers prepare you. The way we write 

essays .... They push us. They treat us 

like adults. We always have to keep up with 

our grades. 

I like all the girls. And the restrictions. 

People look at us better than other kids. The 

teachers have a real understanding. 

I like the teachers and the girls. I can talk· 

to my teachers. If you need help in homeroom 

they'll help you. 

I do like uniforms. I don't have to pick out 

my clothes every morning. 

(Jeanine told me she transferred from St. Helen's, an all-

girls school in an exclusive suburb, Meadville, to attend 

Seton. ) 

MW: 

Jeanine: 

MW: 

Why did you transfer from Helen's to Seton? 

Actually, I got kicked out. 

Why? 
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I never showed up at school. It's real 

conservative. They treated us like we were in 

college, not high school. On Monday, 

Wednesday, and Friday the classes were 90 

minutes long and they have a longer day--til 

3. 

MW: Tell me more. 

Jeanine: I didn't like the teachers. 

MW: Do you like them here? 

Jeanine: Yes. This school is a lot more down-to-earth. 

The administration understands a little more. 

It's in Meadville. A lot of teachers went to 

Helen's. If you're not in their clique 

they're not your friend. They're rich and 

spoiled. I hung out with the Italian girls 

from the city--Cottonwood Park, Ridgetown 

(i.e., these are not technically in the city, 

but working class suburbs). My friends told 

me that being Italian, your teachers aren't 

going to like you. I didn't believe them, 

then my English teacher said, "You Italian 

girls, you wear your hair real big and 

jewelry real big." 

MW: So you felt prejudiced against? 



Jeanine: Very much so. Most of the girls lived in 

Meadville. Their dads were doctors and 

lawyers. 

MW: Why do you like it here? 
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Jeanine: I like the girls better here. Everyone's more 

alike. Not so cliquish. It's more like a high 

school here. Helen's didn't do anything like 

banners and things. I feel like a teenager 

now. The colleges that visited Helens were 

Harvard, Stanford, Notre Dame, Yale (she said 

this with disgust in her voice). They have an 

Ivy program there. It's beyond honors. 

While teachers are not well received by working class 

students in studies on public school environments (see 

London, 1978; Weis, 1990; Wexler, 1992; Willis, 1977; and 

others), teachers were very important to students here and 

were a significant reason why the students liked the school. 

Many teachers were sensitive to student's needs and concerns 

and even aligned themselves on the side of students rather 

than the administration when it came to school policy. 

Whether it was because they sensed that the students needed 

this connection or whether they truly disagreed, the 

students had in the faculty authority figures in which they 

trust and admired. The honor students, however, were the 

ones who liked the curricular structure of levels and the 
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challenges it afforded them. The lower level students did 

not consider placement levels a plus. 

Jeanine's comments were telling in many ways. She liked 

Seton as opposed to Helen's because it was not like college. 

That the Ivy League schools did not appear at Seton was 

viewed as a positive. But what does this do to the girls, 

unlike Jeanine, who struggled to pass classes in the lower 

levels, are capable of being accepted? They are kept in the 

dark about the possibility and therefore do not even apply. 

One might argue that the girls at Seton would never be able 

to afford those schools and thus the personnel should not 

want to elicit false hopes. One must consider, however, that 

the economic value of elite institutions far outweighs the 

cost of tuition in terms of procuring premier career 

opportunities. 

It is possible that the university representatives did 

not choose to visit Seton because of its economic base. This 

would give support to reproduction theorists, who claim that 

society uses educational institutions to keep the working 

and lower classes from crossing class barriers (Bowles & 

Gintes, 1976). 

Helen's served to maintain its WASP appearance by 

making Jeanine feel inferior because she was Italian. In so 

doing, they "encouraged" her to skip classes, enabling them 

to kick her out of school. She already felt different--her 
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dad was a mechanic, not a doctor or lawyer. She did not 

live in Meadville, but Ridgetown, an Italian working class 

suburb. When her teacher pointed out her "different" style 

of dress to the rest of the class it validated to her their 

claim that she did not belong. 

MW: Are there any negatives about the school? 

(11) 

Alicia: 

Linda: 

(SHH) 

(Almost every student had a comment to say 

about the dress and attendance policies, 

therefore I have not included their 

comments. ) 

I don't like the rules. 

We're seniors. We should know what to do. 

Colleen: I don't like the cliques. The things people 

say about each other. The lower classes are 

ignored. People ignore them. They're either 

very smart or very dumb. They don't 

socialize, they're quieter, they're not as 

intelligent.They come across as weird. It's 

not a financial thing. The people between 

them are the ones that don't go to parties 

and drink. The other groups--the higher 

class-- always get themselves heard and 

really run your class. 
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MW: Why do you call them lower and higher 

classes? 

Colleen: I don't know. It's like society. The higher 

class runs society. They're the most 

outgoing. They get their opinions out. We 

can't. So many are the most this and the best 

that. We had to fill out a survey in homeroom 

about that. People are intimidated by them. 

Rachel: 

Lana: 

Tina: 

Taking theology for four years. Other courses 

can be taken. I understand it's a Catholic 

school. And the curriculum. Home ec? Give me 

a break! Why know how to cook and clean? I 

think it's dumb. 

In our classes I've always been in high 

honors and the students are competitive. I've 

had classes with basically the same group. 

There's a lot of girls I've never talked to 

in basic classes. It helps me to do very 

good. 

I've had classes with regular girls. I didn't 

take honors science and all the girls do is 

talk. I can't hear the teacher. 
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Tina: 

MW: 

Lana: 

Tina: 
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I don't think there's much learning going on 

in Level I. I had a class next to them and 

there's a lot of screaming going on. We 

couldn't even hear! 

They teach differently to Level I. It also 

depends on. . . . I had humanities with all 

levels with Miss Stevens and she pushes 

everyone. 

Do your parents push you? 

My parents push for grades. My parents expect 

me to do good. Good. 

They don't push but they do care about 

grades. They want me to focus on it. 

(No other students reported that their parents actively 

encouraged good grades or scolded them for bad grades.) 

(SHB) 

Natalie: I don't like the uniform policy, demerit 

cards, and the administration. We only get 

three days for sick days. We get detention 

for breathing the wrong way. We have to keep 

our sweaters on 'til May 1st. I'm about 18--I 

can make my own choices. 



Cassie: 

Emily: 

MW: 

Emily: 

Cassie: 
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I don't like it because it's so strict. They 

stress leadership but when they ask our 

opinions they don't seem to matter. 

Anything that happens they don't seem to 

listen. They think the way we dress is going 

to make a difference in how we act. Some kids 

come to school purposefully out of uniform. 

Like you two? (We all laugh and they show me 

at the same time, their untucked shirts.) 

Some teachers get tired that they have to be 

like our mothers and chase after us with 

demerits. I got an hour detention for being 

late. 

Most teachers understand. They're okay if 

you're late. 

Stephanie:I don't like it here. It's okay at times. 

Some days are good, some days are bad. 

MW: What's a bad day? 

Stephanie: The teachers' ignorance. Some teachers treat 

you different because of skin color. I feel 

that's not necessary. Say for instance me and 

a girl asks for passes. Teachers let the 

first girl get a pass. I go to the teacher 



205 

and she said I should have brought the stuff 

from my locker with me. 

MW: Do the other African Americans feel the same? 

stephanie: There's 17 in the school. We all experience 

the same things. 

Kendra: 

MW: 

Kendra: 

(CO) 

Rita: 

The bad thing is they worry about everything 

here. We can't concentrate if our blouses are 

untucked like we can't study. We can't wear 

stretch pants under our skirts. 

I notice that rules don't bother you much 

(pulling on her untucked shirt) . 

Well (chuckling) the hall monitor will nab 

you if she's not crazy about you, or Miss 

Brown. Sometimes Miss Brown will get on the 

PA and will tell teachers to give anyone 

three demerits if the blouses are untucked. 

They want to make us proper young ladies 

(laughter) . 

The levels of racism because we have 

different races. At homecoming, one of the 

black girls' boyfriends was called a nigger 

by a white boyfriend. In general, the races 

are separate. I think it's hard of them 
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because it's primarily white. There's six 

blacks in the senior class and 10-15 

Hispanics. 

Sue: I don't like it that they don't emphasize 

computers. Most girls don't take it. It's 

crazy because it's a technological world. I 

only know computers because we do the 

newspaper in the computer. The science 

equipment is outdated. It's so stereotyped. 

Guys' schools emphasize math and science. The 

rules are goofy. We get demerits for shirts 

not tucked in but girls can smoke in the 

bathroom. I have to go to CBS to get an 

advanced computer class. Here it's basic and 

word processing classes. My four years here 

have been with the same group of kids. When I 

look at the lower level kids I see such a 

difference. I have one teacher that slams the 

lower level classes. 

Dianne: I'd change teachers paying more attention to 

students being treated unfairly in class 

discussion . . . where the teacher points her 
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attention. Teachers tend to favor some and 

not others. It's based on popularity. 

Teachers say they want to prepare us for 

college but they treat us like babies. They 

check our homework, or always ask, 'Is your 

shirt tucked in?' You get one percentage 

point subtracted for over three absences 

unless you have a doctor's excuse. Some of us 

can't afford to go to the doctor. 

Bev: They make it that but some teachers are gone 

for five or six days a quarter! 

Jessica: They don't trust you either. If we complain 

about the teacher they don't want to hear it. 

Cindy: I went to talk to the chemistry teacher but 

they don't listen at all. 

Leah: They listen but they don't. 

Bev: They're very closed-minded. The Christianity 

teacher doesn't hear what other people say. 

Last week she said homosexuals were evil. 

She'll say how abortion is killing a baby. 

Lauren: Most of the faculty and none of the 

administrators have kids or are married and 

don't understand. The ones with kids treat us 

better. 
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They say we need to be independent but from 

personal experience--I used to be an officer 

of my class and we were required to go on the 

after-prom boat. I couldn't go and I was 

removed from office. Being vice-president was 

fun for me. It was important to me ( ... ) I 

said I won't spend 60 dollars for something I 

don't want to do. I don't have 60 dollars to 

do something I don't want to do. That's a lot 

of money. I was elected to this office. When 

we had this meeting with the whole senior 

class about it, one girl said, 'If we vote 

them in can't we vote them out?' They were 

saying, 'let us decide.' It shows once again 

there's no way to compromise with them. 

Junior year we had a mandatory meeting with 

parents before junior prom and if our parents 

didn't make it we couldn't go to prom. The 

administration makes the rules of the class. 

My mom had to take off work to go to the 

meeting. It's not that parents don't want to 

go--it's hard to get off work and leave 

early. At first it was requested that both 
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parents be there but I don't live with my 

dad. Then parents called and objected. 

Kaitlin: I don't like the set learning styles. I wish 

they used different styles. I learn more with 

discussion and seeing it on the board. Not 

everyone learns from the lecture method. 

MW: 

Sharla: 

MW: 

Sharla: 

Do you feel comfortable here? 

I don't feel uncomfortable. My dad's 100% 

Irish (defensively). Sometimes I'll be pissed 

off and use foul language. 

What are you pissed off about? 

In my history class I'm the only one in there 

and the nun points out to everybody the white 

history people, and then she asked me about 

my history! She bases history only on white. 

Like it's only white. She only talks to me 

about blacks and not the rest of the class. 

Then she acts like I'm supposed to know 

history and tell the class but she's supposed 

to tell me. It's an insult, Level I. Next 

year I told my counselor I'd like to go to 

Level II but she said I wasn't ready and so 

did the academic guy. I was in summer school 
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every summer and I don't think it helped me 

any. 

Why didn't it help you to go to summer 

school? 

The way teachers teach me is different. My 

history class doesn't fit me. They have to 

teach me in a different way. In history we've 

been over the same thing over and over. We 

have to do headlines all day, every day, all 

year and it doesn't teach me anything. 

MW: Did you think that maybe you were in Level I 

Sharla: 

because your grades have been poor? 

Yeah, but it's the way teachers are teaching. 

I'm smarter than they give me credit for. In 

theology we have discussion. We don't just 

talk on one thing. In science we do different 

things--take notes, discuss human life. In 

his class he thinks everybody is equal. The 

way he approaches the class makes you want to 

learn. Way so. In history me and Kathleen 

like to speak out and she doesn't like that. 

She's always lecturing. We never discuss. We 

just sit and listen. 

Just as Jeanine sensed prejudicial treatment at Helen's 

because she was Italian, Stephanie, SharI a and their friends 
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sensed such treatment because they were African American. It 

was disturbing for Sharla that the teacher implied that her 

history was not their history. This alienated her and 

rightly so. Yet, at one point she used her Irish half to 

dismiss her African American ancestry though her skin, hair, 

and facial features were distinctly African American. 

Peggy's experience was a difficult one because the $60 

she did not spend on the prom cost her her office. Loopholes 

exist in every contract and the human side of this decision 

seemed obscured by the principles they were trying to 

convey. Whether it was right or wrong to skip the boat, it 

was painful to watch Peggy, with so many strikes against her 

since she was a baby (see Chapter 9), become the victim once 

more. 

According to Laura Brown, the majority of teachers 

discounted the learning styles inventory, claiming that the 

students did not take the inventory seriously. This data 

reveal that they did, and very much valued the discussion 

method of learning that Miss Brown was trying to encourage 

the teachers to adopt. Research on teaching reveals that 

females learn better with an interactive method of 

instruction, while males prefer the lecture method of 

learning (Beer, 1988). 

Tucking in shirts seemed an insult to many girls who 

were, for all intents and purposes, on their own. They then 
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"answered back" by perpetually keeping their shirts 

untucked, wearing black instead of white shirts, or wearing 

the forbidden spandex under skirts. They stayed just inside 

the periphery of the rules, rarely blatantly exhibiting 

oppositional behavior to a point of suspension or dismissal. 

They worked, albeit resentfully, within the framework of the 

system, pulling up their sweaters to hide the wrong colored 

shirts when passing a hall monitor or keeping their spandex 

high enough so it can just barely be seen. Tokarczyk and Kay 

(1993) report that the working class are taught to both obey 

authority figures for job survival and to perform small acts 

of sabotage because they were under the thumbs of these 

authority figures. 

Colleen observed that the "lower classes" were ignored 

like society while the "higher classes" were in charge. 

Though one of the top students in the school, she did not 

put herself in the latter category because she was not one 

of the popular ones. Both she and Sue were resentful because 

these students were not necessarily the brightest yet ran 

the classes with the teachers' blessings. They, as well as 

many others, they said, were resentful of this. 

In the next group of questions, I searched for what 

they deemed important in a teacher. 

MW: Describe your favorite and/or least favorite 

teacher. 



(SHH) 

Amanda: 

Mary: 

Lana: 

Tina: 

Lana: 

213 

Miss Fine. She's funny, understanding, her 

lectures are interesting and straight 

forward. She's friendly. My worst is Sister 

Peters. She's condescending because I'm in a 

regular level and she tells us we need to get 

our little act together. She tells us not to 

expect college to be like this. Miss Fine is 

big on discussion. 

My favorite is Miss Soto. My freshman and 

sophomore teachers were awful, but she knew I 

had more potential and pushed me to do the 

best I could. And she's so smart. 

Math. we do math, but the way she conducts 

class is we're all her girls. We want to 

learn in there. It's like you want her to be 

proud of us and she cares about our personal 

life. It's a different atmosphere. 

Miss Stevens and Miss Marks. They made 

learning fun. You're on the same level as 

them. 

She called us 'her scholars.' She's at 

Harvard now. I hate it when teachers have a 
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set class and are not open for discussion. 

People here have intelligent questions and 

they ignore them. 

It has to be a conversation, not just a 

lecture. Even it it's a lecture, be able to 

ask questions. 

Collette: She helped me a lot. Sophomore year I was 

having a lot of problems with geometry and I 

just couldn't do it. Every morning she'd come 

early and ease me through it. Mrs. Hearn. She 

was a good teacher. (My least favorite) 

doesn't teach. I feel like I have to read on 

my own. Sometimes she talks to me like I'm a 

2-year-old. 

(SHB) 

Yvette: 

MW: 

Yvette: 

They made me feel they care. Mrs. Hearn and 

Miss Stevens. They really care. They want to 

know what's wrong. They know me more. They 

want to be there for me when I need help. 

Least favorite? 

Sister Peters has an attitude problem. She'd 

like expect you to know everything. She'd 

roll her eyes and say, 'Why'd you say a 

stupid thing like that?' She made me cry 
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because I handed in my exam and she looked at 

it and grimaced. Attitude problems. 

My favorite is my algebra teacher. She's a 

very good teacher, very understanding. When 

my dad died she gave me a card and was so 

nice. 

Mrs. Hearn. She knows if there's something 

wrong with you. She's always there to talk 

to, or if I don't understand algebra, she'll 

help. 

The worst? She doesn't care, doesn't tell you 

what's wrong with your papers. Doesn't teach! 

I've had a lot of those and some are still 

here. After 10 years they're safe. And half 

don't know how to teach kids. 

How should they teach kids? 

Not treat you like 5-6-year-holds and we can 

think for ourselves. Treat us like our age. 

We have more busy work than honors classes. 

I've had both. We've had more busy work. 
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She's mean. She doesn't help you. I know I 

have to kiss her butt to pass. 

She's compassionate, she gives the students 

their freedom. They make sure you get things 

done. They're concerned with the personal 

side. 

Miss Stevens helps us out when we need 

anything. She's not like any other teacher. 

She's concerned about you. She acts like a 

teacher but also not like a teacher. 

I have teachers I feel shouldn't be teaching. 

A few of the teachers don't even know why 

they're teaching. Some teachers like Miss 

Stevens are incredible. If you don't know 

something she'll sit on it till you 

understand it. She's there for you. 

Just because they've been at it a long time 

doesn't mean they're good. 

Miss Stevens is my favorite. It's 

comfortable. I also had her as a teacher. She 

makes sure you know it. She's easy to get 

along with. She asks to see pictures from 
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prom. My family came to open house and my dad 

convinced her to buy a Saturn. We're all like 

friends. 

Mrs. Hearn! She understands us. If we have a 

problem she talks to us. She's there for us. 

Kaitlin: My Spanish teacher. I didn't learn a thing. I 

couldn't tell you a sentence in Spanish and I 

had that teacher for two years. 

Sharla: 

MW: 

Sharla: 

My math teacher. She taught me what I had to 

know and right away and didn't beat around 

the bush. 

Least favorite? 

The other math teacher taught us like we were 

in pre-school. It's an insult, Levell. 

The girls reported, across academic levels, both the 

personal sides--caring, compassion, understanding--and 

academic sides--pushes, helps with coursework outside of 

class, holds interest--of their favorite teachers. Those 

teachers willing to make an emotional involvement in the 

students' lives were the ones about whom the students talked 

most passionately, and in turn were the ones from whom the 

students were most willing to learn. 
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The teachers, particularly in the basic level classes, 

who insulted the girls' intelligence in a variety of ways-

grimacing at less than stellar exams, giving busy work, 

using sarcasm, or treating them "like two-year-holds"--were 

the least favored. If the teachers disrespected the girls, 

they, in turn, refused to respond academically. Like Willis' 

(1977) lads, the girls unwittingly contributed to their own 

failure at school. What the girls valued and desired was 

discussion and an opportunity to share their views and 

knowledge, and to be affirmed by the teachers. They were 

intelligent girls, capable of more than just busy work and 

lectures, as Sharla, Edna, and others expressed. 

While Tina and Lana discussed a teacher who called them 

her scholars, Amanda reported that a basic level teacher 

warned the girls not to expect college "to be like this." 

Interestingly, the way in which the first teacher addressed 

the honors girls was much like the way Carnoy and Levin 

(1985) found teachers in the middle class school responding 

to their students--in positive, future-oriented ways. By 

contrast, teachers in the working class school were grounded 

in the present and in negative ways, much like Amanda 

experienced. 

Summary 

Many girls attended Seton because it was Catholic and 

therefore fulfilled a cultural/religious expectation. 
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However, some specifically attended because it was 

considered safer or better than the public or Catholic 

school in their respective city neighborhoods. This finding 

is consistent with the research of McDonough (1991) who 

found that students in private Catholic high schools saw 

their school as a hedge against bad public high schools. 

Interestingly, the "Catholic" part of the school seemed to 

be perfunctory. The morning prayers recited over the public 

announcement system were monotone and sounded "canned." I 

observed few students or teachers even listening, but 

rather, were reading, flipping through notebooks or 

whispering to each other. The theme of the school was 

global justice, with many posters and bulletin boards 

advertising it, but it is not necessarily religiously based. 

Further, the 5K annual fun run fund raiser was held on 

Sunday at 9:00 a.m., "prime time" for Christian worship and 

considered a holy day. 

Financial constraints did not prevent parents from 

sending their daughters to Seton, though they endured 

sacrifices to send their daughters there. 

Many participated in extracurricular activities but 

work took precedent; many dropped out of activities during 

their senior years. They worked out of necessity but also 

because I sensed their fierce need to be independent. Work 

was part of their lives, like eating and sleeping. (In fact, 
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many thought it odd that I even asked why they worked so 

much.) It provided assistance to the family for some, extras 

for themselves, yet it enabled them independence from the 

same family members to whom many were so deeply attached. 

Because their parents worked so hard and long, it is 

easy to understand why they, too, were driven to work. It 

was a pattern they modeled from their parents. But I felt 

there was more going on, because some girls did not have to 

work as they did. I wanted to uncover the deeper meanings 

attached to this driven independence. I decided to visit, on 

several occasions, a playground in a city neighborhood a few 

miles from the school. I sat and observed two phenomena 

which I could not have observed in my own middle class 

neighborhood in another part of the country. I noticed that 

parents of toddlers, about 12 months to two-years-old, did 

not stand next to their children as they ascended the jungle 

gyms, as they would have naturally done in my middle class 

neighborhood. They sat, talked with neighbors, and watched 

their little children tumble and cry, yet they did not move. 

I felt myself holding my breath and forcing myself to stay 

on the park bench, rather than running to "spot" these 

little ones as they moved about, sometimes shoved to the 

ground by older five and six-year-holds. I happened by the 

same playground six times. The same pattern of the passing 

glance by the parent persisted. It appeared that this 
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"forced independence" started at birth. It was also common 

for six and seven-year-holds to carry their toddler siblings 

to the swings or slide. Another phenomenon I observed was 

the behavior of pre-teens and early teens who happened by 

the playground to climb on the equipment or swing on swings. 

The boys unabashedly approached little children they did not 

know and started playing with them. They would engage in 

hide-and-seek games or start pushing little ones, as would 

the girls. They would appear, play for awhile, and wander 

off. Male teens in my neighborhood would not so freely 

approach little children in this manner. Nor would their 

lack of machismo be so exposed. Boys as well as girls loved 

little children and it was natural for them to express those 

feelings. Family values and independence, then, started 

early. 

The girls liked the freedom that the all female 

environment provided. It allowed them to be themselves-

something they did not feel was an option if the school was 

coed. The pressures of expressing their femininity by 

wearing make-up, fixing their hair, etc. overrode their 

desire to be themselves as they were able to be at Seton. 

Anyon (1983) and McRobbie (1978) found this overtly feminine 

behavior and dress to be a distinction of working class 

girls. 



222 

The girls said that the teachers focused more on the 

boys in coed situations, and they said they themselves 

focused more on the boys in some situations. Here, 

therefore, they could not lose. 

The way the girls attended to the academic demands of 

the school was a direct reflection on how caring and 

understanding they perceived the teacher to be. Most played 

pivotal roles in the girls' lives, be it mother, friend, 

counselor, or confidant. Some, they perceived, rendered them 

incapable, therefore preventing academic growth to take 

place. Those teachers, unfortunately, were predominantly 

found in the lower levels, which were the downside of the 

girls' experience. Many girls in these levels, particularly 

the lowest level, felt stuck in classes in which they felt 

they did not belong, with teachers they felt did not care. 

It is important to note that the girls did not feel the same 

about all their Level I teachers. Some were highly touted 

and much respected. But the few who the girls perceived to 

be bad magnified their feelings about being placed in the 

lower levels. 

This chapter partially answered Research Question Two 

regarding academic backgrounds, and Research Question Three, 

regarding educational experiences. Chapter 8 will focus on 

college destinations, addressing Research Question One on 

educational aspirations. 
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The quantitative portion of this chapter will be 

divided into several sections: destination, destination 

influences, parental involvement, and college financing. 

Interviews will follow, with questions focusing on college 

choices and the formulation of those choices. 

Destination 

Because not only if a student attends college but where 

a student attends is linked to social class, I have chosen 

three measures with which to evaluate the prestige level of 

the institutions the students aspired to attend. I used the 

Carnegie Foundation's Classification of Institution Type, as 

published in the Chronicle of Higher Education (July 8, 

1987), Astin's (1971) Selectivity Scale, and Barrons' (1991) 

Profile of Institutional Competitiveness. All of the 

institutions to which the girls applied were housed within 

each of these publications. 

Selectivity 

The level of selectivity can assume eight possible 

values--one being the lowest level and seven being the 

highest level. "U," which represents an institution for 

which no direct estimate of selectivity was available, 
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tended to have selectivity scores of around one or two. 

·Based on average ACT scores required for admittance, Table 2 

represents the selectivity level of an institution, as 

determined by Astin (1971). 

Table 2 

Astin's Level of College Selectivity 

Level ACT 

7 28 or higher 

6 26-27 

5 25-26 

4 23-24 

3 21-22 

2 19-21 

1 18 or less 

Unknown 19 

Barrons' (1991) breaks down colleges into six levels of 

selectivity. Table 3 delineates the criteria used to 

determine each category. 
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Table 3 

Barrons' Selectivity Index 

Category Class Rank % HS GPA ACT % Admitted 

Most Competitive 10-20 A-B+ 27+ 33 

High Competitive 20-35 B+-B 27 33-50 

Very Competitive 35-50 B- 25 50-75 

Competitive 50-60 C+ 23 75-85 

Less Competitive 65 Below C 19 85 

Noncompetitive H.S. Diploma N/A N/A N/A 

The Carnegie Foundation's classification groups 

institutions into categories on the basis of degree offered 

and the comprehensiveness of their institution. The 

classifications are as follows: 

Research Universities I (RI). They offer a full range 

of baccalaureate programs, are committed to graduate 

education through the doctoral degree and give high priority 

to research. They receive annually at least $33.5 million in 

federal support for research and development and award at 

least 50 Ph.D. degrees a year. 
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Research Universities II (RII). Same as above, except 

that they receive between $12.5 million and $33.5 million in 

federal support. 

Doctoral Granting Universities I (DI). Their mission is 

the same as above, but they do not receive the federal 

support as do RI and RII. They award at least 40 Ph.D. 

degrees annually in five or more academic disciplines. 

Doctoral Granting Universities II (DII). They award 20 

or more Ph.D. degrees in at least one discipline or 10 or 

more degrees in three or more disciplines. 

Comprehensive Universities and Colleges I (CI). These 

institutions offer basic programs, and, with few exceptions, 

graduate education through the Master's degree. More than 

half of the baccalaureate degrees are awarded in two or more 

occupational or professional disciplines such as engineering 

or business administration. All of the institutions in this 

group enroll at least 2500 full-time students. 

Comprehensive Colleges and Universities II (CII). They 

award more than half of their baccalaureate degrees in two 

or more occupational or professional disciplines and may 

also offer graduate education through the Master's degree. 

All enroll between 1500 and 2500 full-time students. 

Liberal Arts Colleges I (LAI). These are highly 

selective institutions, primarily undergraduate colleges, 
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and award more than half of their degrees in the art and 

science fields. 

Liberal Arts Colleges II (LAII). These are less 

selective than LAI, and includes a group of colleges that 

award less than half of their degrees in liberal arts 

fields, but with fewer than 1500 students, are too small to 

be called comprehensive. 

Two Year Colleges and Institutions (CC). They offer 

certificates or degree programs through the associate of 

arts and with few exceptions offer no basic degrees. 

Using the above categories and indices as barometers of 

institutional selectivity, the following was found: out of 

the senior cohort (with an n of 42-two did not report), two 

(5%) were going to private institutions, a RI and DI ranked 

"most competitive" by Barrons and "highly selective" (6) by 

Astin. Two students planned to attend a highly competitive 

and selective (5) public RI institution. Two students 

planned to attend a selective (5), very competitive public 

RI institution. No students planned to attend institutions 

of the highest selectivity (7), as indexed by Astin. 

Forty-three percent (18 students) of the students 

planned to attend competitive institutions of average 

selectivity (3 and 4), classified predominantly CI and CII. 

However, I included in this group five students who planned 

to attend a RI institution. The reason I grouped it in this 
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category was because it was a public commuter university, 

had "U" selectivity index, and a "competitive" Barrons' 

rank. 

Nineteen percent (8 students) of the sample chose 

nonselective, less competitive institutions. Twenty-four 

percent (10 students) of the sample planned to attend two

year institutions. Forty-three percent of the sample, then, 

planned to attend nonselective institutions. 

Table 4 shows comparisons of institutions across the 

three indices used. Only 14 percent of the total sample 

aspired to attend selective institutions (Figure 3), with 

the balance equally split between non- and average

selectivity. However, 76% planned to attend four-year 

institutions, 24% planned to attend two-year colleges, 

indicating that 100% of the senior sample planned to attend 

a higher education institution (Figure 4). 

Of those who aspired to attend four-year institutions, 

four (8%) planned to attend out-of-state institutions (all 

bordering their home state), five (11%) planned to attend 

out-of-city institutions. Thus approximately 21% planned to 

leave their homes and neighborhoods, while 79% planned to 

attend urban institutions, and save for one, planned to live 

at home. 

Twenty-one percent (9 students) of the sample aspired 

to attend Catholic institutions, with an average tuition 
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Selectivity Indices of Senior Cohort 

Number of 

Students 

6 

18 

8 

10 

14 

43 

19 

20 

% Selectivity Classification 

5-6 RI 

3-4 CI 

U-2 CI 

N.A. CC 
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Competitive 

Most-Very 

Competitive 

Less 

Competitive 

N.A. 
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Figure 3. Selectivity of Institutions of Senior Cohort. 
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Figure 4. Girls' College Plans. 
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cost of $10,480. Yet, all of the girls headed for the 

Catholic schools reported that they would have to find their 

own means to fund their education. They were unfettered by 

this challenge. 

Twenty-nine percent (12 students) of the students chose 

institutions in which their entrance scores were higher than 

the average score required for admittance. In Janie's case, 

her ACT was 11 points higher than the required score. Only 

two students over-aspired and one of those was Rachel, who 

reported that although her ACT score was too low (23), she 

was accepted on the basis of her math and science score 

average, which was 28. So although they overaspired with 

regards to finances, rarely did they over aspire with 

regards to their academic abilities when it came to 

institutional destination. Somehow, the money would be 

obtained, be it by working, loans or scholarships. 

Academically, however, the girls did not exhibit such 

confidence in themselves. 

Destination Influences 

When asked why they chose a particular institution, 

most often cited (33%) was that a parent, relative or friend 

had either influenced them to attend or attended the 

institution themselves. Almost one-fourth (24%) of the 

students reported that low cost was the most important 

variable. Proximity was the third most frequent response 
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(18%). Three students reported that their teacher or college 

counselor helped them to decide, and three students reported 

that a visitation arranged by Seton influenced them. Thus 

14% chose school-related reasons for their choice of 

college. Other influences by one or two students per 

category included curricular or religious reasons, a 

brochure via a random mailing by the university, a perusal 

through college catalogs, or the way a campus looked. One 

student reported that she did not know what she wanted to do 

with her life and thus opted for a community college. 

Another student (among the top five in her class) reported 

that a movie using a particular institution as a backdrop 

influenced her. Although 21% planned to attend religious 

institutions, only one student reported that religion was 

the reason she chose the school. Figure 5 depicts 'college 

influences. 

Parental Involvement 

Thirty-eight percent of the students reported that 

their parents, with or without college degrees themselves, 

encouraged college in general, though most left the specific 

decisions to them. Only three students reported that their 

parents encouraged their daughters to attend specific 

institutions, and one of those reported that her father and 

brother discouraged her from going to the four-year 
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Figure 5. College Destination Influences. 
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institution she desired. Rather, they wanted her to go to a 

2-year college to save money while earning college credits. 

Most of the students (62%) reported that their parents 

left their futures up to them, did not offer advice, or told 

them they were on their own at 18 years of age. 

College Financing 

Seventeen percent of the students reported that their 

parents or grandparents would exclusively pay for their 

college education. All of those intended institutions were 

public. Nineteen percent of the students reported that their 

parents would help to finance their college education. 

Therefore, 64% of the students, almost two-thirds of the 

sample, reported that they were on their own with regards to 

procuring college funds. Students reported that a 

combination of loans, scholarships, and outside jobs would 

be employed to subsidize their education. 

Despite the overwhelming majority of parents who did 

not hold baccalaureate degrees, most (76%) of the girls in 

this sample aspired to earn baccalaureate degrees on higher, 

which was a much higher percentage than was found by Weis 

(1990) in her study of linking class students in a public 

high school. In fact, half of the students in her sample did 

not even apply to higher education institutions. In the 

present study, however, few aspired to attend selective 

institutions despite their academic ability to do so, which 



236 

is consistent with most higher education research on social 

class (see Karen, 1990; Velez, 1985, and others). Most 

planned to remain in the geographic area in which they 

presently lived, and live at home, in part because of their 

desire to remain close to family, consistent with literature 

on ethnicity (Vecoli, 1978), and in part because of 

financial reasons. Unfortunately, Velez (1985) found that 

living quarters had the largest significant effect on the 

probability of finishing college. He reports that students 

who lived on campus were 43% more likely to finish college 

than students who lived off-campus, . 

College tuitions continue to rise (Fox, 1993). That 

increase causes a significant reduction in the share of 

admitted applicants who chose to enroll (Summers & Parker, 

1993). At the same time, funds to students are less 

available now than ever before (Hearn, 1991), as the 

students themselves attested. These factors combine to 

further stratify the representation of working class girls 

in prestigious institutions and higher education 

institutions, in general, despite the academically-focused 

preparation that a private, single-sex institution provides. 

An institution may also provide role models, encouragement, 

and direction, but without the critical resources their 

dreams can never be realized. 
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My questions focused on educational aspirations--where 

did they want to go and why. Since they were attending an 

institution which would theoretically enhance the 

educational environment of the girls, I expected that their 

aspirations would be higher than those found in public 

schools. The quantitative data given provided rudimentary 

answers to those questions, which are the basis of Research 

Question One. Interestingly, while academic preparation and 

educational aspirations appeared to be compatible in most 

cases, the reasons which many girls gave for attending their 

respective institutions had little to do with academic 

preparation, as the interviews well indicate. The 

interviews, then, will help to ascertain how the girls 

specifically formulated or who or what impacted their 

decisions. 

(11) 

MW: 

Dina: 

MW: 

Dina: 

Interviews 

What are your plans for fall? 

St. Ann's or Commuter RI University (RU). 

How will you finance it? 

Financial aid--grants, no loans! It's a big 

ripoff. Plus I'll be working. I know people 

who go there and my sister went there. It's 

close. I can still see my family. 
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I told my parents I want to go to beauty 

school and they said yeah, whatever. I want 

to go to college, too, but my aunt does nails 

and I like the idea of it. It seems like fun. 

Kay: I'll go into child psychology at Our Lady of 

Lourdes University (OLL). I visited there. My 

sister goes there. I've wanted to go there my 

whole life. And I like working with kids and 

their problems. 

Ali: I just got accepted at Commuter University 

(CU) in April. I have to take a special 

entrance test though. . .. I was thinking 

about photojournalism. One of my pictures won 

MW · . . 
Ali: 

(SHH) 

Hannah: 

MW: 

Hannah: 

the Silver Key Award at Suburban CC. 

Why CU,? 

My mom went there and I like the idea of a 

smaller school. 

I hope to go to school and work. 

Where'? 

St. Ann's. I like the idea of going. My 

grammar school was public. I like Catholic 

schools. They're small. 

MW: Why St. Ann's '? 
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They came to the cafeteria and talked. I 

didn't check many schools. I checked the 

immediate schools in the area. I need to live 

close. 

MW: With an ACT of 27 and in high honors classes, 

Hannah: 

MW: 

Hannah: 

MW: 

Hannah: 

MW: 

Hannah: 

have you considered other colleges besides 

St. Ann's'? 

Our Savior's, St. Pius, and I thought of CRU. 

Why not other schools'? 

I don't think I could do well. I can't really 

afford it and my mom has no money and my dad 

refuses to pay. Technically they shouldn't be 

together. I decided not to go away because 

moving out was not a keen idea for my mom. 

She's from the old country. So my choices 

were staying home or be as close as possible. 

I'll be the first one to go to college and I 

don't take change very well. 

How will you fund it'? 

I have scholarship money, plus I need to fill 

out financial aid forms. And I will be 

working and have to get a loan. 

Have you thought of a major'? 

I narrowed it down to education, the social 

sciences, or hotel business management--it 
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Hannah: 

Lana: 

Tina: 

MW: 

Lana: 
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looks so prestigious! Or counseling. I took 

the psych class and I'm doing better than I 

thought I would. 

Why? With a high ACT, in high honors classes, 

in National Honors Society .. 

I didn't think of myself as intelligent or 

have high esteem. 

St. Francis University (SFU). I was thinking 

of going away and I went away last summer but 

I couldn't stand it. I like SFU. My mom went 

to SFU. I was looking at Hawaii, Boston, 

Alaska. I left for a month and I missed my 

family too much. 

Lakewood College. I didn't want to go locally 

but it's the only place with speech 

pathology. I didn't want to go away. My aunt 

is deaf. I spent the day with a speech 

pathologist at my dad's high school. 

Lana, with an ACT of 27, why SFU? 

I wanted a place I'd feel comfortable. I 

visited Most Competitive University (MCU). 

The atmosphere didn't seem right to me. MCU 

was too elitist. I'd get by, but SFU was more 

down to earth. . It had a more diverse 
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group of students. Backgrounds were diverse. 

MCU was elitist with all super-intelligent 

people. But people are intelligent in 

different ways. At MCU they're in a little 

bubble. 

Colleen: Most Competitive Catholic (MCC) in the fall. 

I applied just because it was a dream . . . 

ever since I saw the movie "Rudy." I didn't 

even see counselors 'til I needed 

recommendations. I showed Miss Schultz my 

essay to get into MCC and she was excited 

about me going there. but I got the idea 

from "Rudy." 

MW: Was it a tough decision to go there? 

Colleen: It was a tough decision to make because of 

finances. I filled about 20 scholarship 

applications and so far some have come in. 

They (MCC) gave me a loan for $2500, I got a 

work study for $2500. So I have $19,000 to 

make up. I don't have much savings from work. 

My parents are going to try and make it. They 

didn't want to take out loans ( ... ) I went 

to the library and did research to find 

scholarships. I went to the counseling office 
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for information but it was my family' and I 

. we talked about me going there. As soon 

as my dad heard I got accepted he said, 

'She's going.' But my mom didn't know if it 

was possible. 

MW: Have you thought about a field of study? 

Colleen: I applied for the Golden Apple Scholarship in 

teaching and got it, but it had to be in (my 

home state). Now I'm going to MCC so I don't 

want to be a teacher. I want to be a 

biomedical engineer. I heard about it from a 

brochure. My dad said women engineers make 

good money. ( ... ) My dad's a big 

influence. He made me look into things more. 

I know he wasn't happy about me being a 

teacher. He said, iShe's so smart and she's 

not going to be making money as a teacher. 

She's wasting herself as a teacher.' Both my 

parents have told me not to become a teacher 

at MCC. They said to come home if I want to 

be a teacher. They don't want me to spend all 

that money to be a teacher. My dad wants all 

of us to do better than he did. 



Rachel: 

MW: 

Rachel: 

MW: 

Rachel: 
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I went to Out-of-State Very Competitive 

University (OSVC) for a visitation day and 

fell in love with the campus. My math was 30 

on my ACT and 25 in science so they took the 

subs cores of that and I got 28. We went with 

the Women in Engineering program. I'm in high 

honors math and all honors classes. Ever 

since grammar school my math and science were 

good. My parents laugh because they just got 

by in school. My parents always said I'd be a 

doctor or lawyer. When I said engineering, 

they said, 'What's an engineer?' I talked to 

a doctor at my mom's work who was an 

engineering major before he became a doctor 

and he said I'd like engineering a lot better 

than being a doctor. I wanted to be a doctor 

before I talked to him. 

How will you pay for tuition? 

It's hard for my parents. They're divorced. 

My father bailed out on me in paying. 

Then what will you do? 

I work three jobs. In the summer I work for 

the City Park District 35 hours a week. Now I 

work for Funland at 25 hours a week but in 

the summer I'll put in 40-45 hours a week. I 
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work at Best Foods for 15-20 hours a week. 

Right now I'm putting in 40-45 hours a week. 

Last year I made $6,000, my mom has $5,000 in 

the bank and with summer jobs that should do 

it. 

And you're in soccer? 

Yeah 

Melissa: I'm going to Out-of-State Catholic University 

(OSCU). They offer a program that you can 

take classes in summer. And my friends go 

there. 

MW: Do your parents want you to go to college? 

Melissa: My dad lectures me nonstop. He tells me how 

he wants me to do good because he dropped 

out. 

MW: Where would they like you to go? 

Melissa: They don't care. 

Mary: 

MW: 

Mary: 

OSVC. Before it was the University of Out-of

State, Very Competitive. I got an application 

in the mail from OSVC by chance. A random 

mailing to the house. 

Do your parents want college? 

My parents pushed it. My mom influenced it. 
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MW: 

Mary: 

Amanda: 

MW: 

Amanda: 
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She hates her job and wants me to get a good 

degree so I won't end up like her. And my dad 

studied hard to be a firefighter. 

It was assumed I would go to school. No other 

ideas were introduced. My parents are 

cultural people (saying with a dramatic 

flair). We always went to the museums. 

Who will pay? 

My parents have been putting money away each 

week for years. 

My parents will pay, plus I have a 50% 

scholarship. 

And grades are. 

Both high honors. 

? 

Collette: CRU. I don't want to go away because I didn't 

get a lot of financial help. 

(SHB) 

Jill: I'm going to City Community College. It's 

cheaper and I can take the same classes there 

as anywhere else and it's cheaper. 

Natalie: City CC. 

Cassie: City CC because I don't know what to do yet. 
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MW: 

Emily: 

Yvette: 

MW: 

Yvette: 

MW: 

Yvette: 

MW: 

Yvette: 

(CO) 
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Commuter U. It's close to home, tuition is 

low, and I don't know what to do. 

Who pays? 

The city pays--there's special funds set up. 

(Emily's dad got killed while on duty as a 

city policeman.) 

Our Lady of Lourdes. St. Francis wanted me to 

go to summer school. OLL accepted me right 

away. My aunt went there. They didn't put any 

restrictions on me like SFU did. 

Why these two? 

They were the only two I know about and I 

also applied to CRU. The College of Business 

didn't accept me. 

Why business? 

My grandmother was an accountant in Cuba and 

my aunt is a CPA and went to OLL. I decided 

on my own but they pushed me. I was going to 

go to Suburban or City CC. (The college 

counselor) encouraged me to try and apply. 

Who'll pay for college? 

Loans and my mom and dad. 
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MW: 

Gena: 

Liza: 

MW: 

Liza: 

MW: 

Liza: 

Joanne: 
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I want to go to Our Savior's or Hadley. They 

are good teaching schools. I knew I was going 

to college and my mom and dad saved to do 

anything I wanted to do. 

How will you pay? 

Financial aid, my mom and dad, and a job. I 

didn't always want to go to college. They 

wanted me to go. My mom didn't go to college. 

She did night school and wants me to go. 

I'll attend Suburban CC 'til I find out a 

major. I want to go into business somehow, I 

like working with people. I like being 

dressed up. I like being in charge. 

Do your parents want you to go? 

My parents want me to go to college but they 

want me to choose. 

Why Suburban CC? 

My brother had gone there and I liked it. The 

atmosphere was friendly and it was like Seton 

and I'd feel comfortable there. And it's 

close. 

SFU. It's right by my house and it's a known 

university. My dream was always to go to SFU 
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MW: 

Rita: 

MW: 

Rita: 

MW: 

Rita: 

MW: 

Rita: 

(SHR) 
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because my uncle goes there and I like the 

area. My uncle used to live with us and go 

there and I always thought it was so cool 

that everyone knows the name. My parents 

didn't care. It was my choice. 

I'm going to Suburban CC because I'm going to 

culinary and they have a good program. And 

it's close to home and cheaper. 

Why that field? 

I like to cook and I took Foods I and II and 

I really liked it. 

Do you want to stop at the two-year degree? 

Yes. I can always go back to school after I 

work. ( ... ) I'm not a school person. 

What specifically would you like to do? 

I want to cook at the zoo. 

Where did you get that idea? 

It was my idea. 

Sue: Most Competitive University in the fall. I 

really didn't know about it 'til last year. I 

wanted to be with students with my same 

academic abilities. I have all high honors 
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classes. I'm self-motivated. I did it for 

myself. 

How did you know MCU was a good university? 

Books would say it was in the top 100. No one 

here encouraged me. I learned about it. The 

college counselor said MCU was too expensive 

and I should go to Lakewood or City CC. Can 

you believe . . . City CC? When I told him 

MCU he said, no way. I know he couldn't help 

me. 

MW: How will you fund it? 

Sue: Loans, loans, loans. My parents can't pay for 

it. It's $17,000 a year. that alone is like 

MW: 

Sue: 

. That's not going to stop me. 

And your parents? 

Both my parents are from Poland. My parents 

always wanted me to go to college. My mom 

wanted me to go and regrets it so much she 

didn't. 

Felicia: I'll go to Suburban CC for two years. I'd 

like to go to the University of Out-of-State, 

Very Competitive for the architecture 

program. 

MW: Why out of state? 
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Felicia: My aunt lives there. 

MW: 

Beth: 

Janie: 

MW: 

Janie: 

Ronda: 

MW: 

Why Suburban CC? 

Because it's the cheapest and closest. I want 

to get basic classes out of the way. My 

parents will pay for two years. 

I'm going to City CC for two years. I don't 

want to waste money. 

What would you like to major in? 

I think I'm going to major in education 

either high school or elementary--in history 

or government. I wanted to be a politician 

but it's really hard, all the pressures ... 

. So I thought I could just teach politics. 

Miss Stevens pushed me to be president of the 

Irish Club and I did and she said I should go 

into politics. 

I'm going to Competitive University. My 

sister went there and it seemed like a place 

I wanted to go. I'm going into accounting. 

I'm in accounting and I like it. I thought 

about marketing but I didn't like Miss 

Reynolds. 

Did your parents encourage you to go to 

college? 
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Ronda: 

(SL) 

Anna: 

MW: 

Anna: 

Peggy: 
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They talked to me about going but if I didn't 

want to that's OK. 

Who pays? 

They're paying for me. They're fighting over 

who's going to pay for it. They're separated 

right now. 

I want to stay close, I always wanted to go 

to SFU. I thought it was the best school 

... but I couldn't afford it. Miss Walsh 

said not to eliminate a school because I 

can't afford it. I applied for aid and got 

$8,000. 

What would you like to major in? 

Accounting. I don't want to end up like them 

(her parents). They work like slaves. She 

hates her job. Her back hurts. I don't want a 

strenuous job. That's why I want accounting, 

so I don't have to worry about physical 

labor. 

CRU. I got accepted at OLL, too, but what 

I'll pay at OLL t~m years I'll pay for four 

at CRU. 

MW: Who'll pay? 
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(JL) 
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My mom will pay for tuition and I'll pay for 

books. 

Jan: I want to be an animal doctor. I major in 

medicine no matter what. I go two years to 

CRU and two years at Competitive Catholic 

University. My parents and I will pay. I've 

been saving all along. We do not believe in 

loans. We don't take them. I pay the first 

two years. The other two my parents pay. 

(JHR) 

Sharla: 

MW: 

Sharla: 

I'm going into the Marines, and then college. 

All my cousins and family are in the Marines 

and they said it's better and they'll pay for 

college. My sister went to college for a few 

semesters and quit and people say I'm just 

like her, so why do that? So I'll go and do 

what I like and then go to college. 

Why the Marines? 

I mostly want to get away from family members 

and school doesn't interest me. Why go and 

quit? 

Summary 

For almost all of the girls, funding was a challenge 

and many chose institutions based on this. Many chose 
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institutions which were close to home, both for utility, and 

because they desired to be close to their families. Rachel 

solved this conundrum by working three jobs. Few sought 

large loans, but rather, spoke about a variety of avenues-

scholarships, grants, work--to fund school. As previously 

reported, both living at home and lack of grants given to 

the white working class may serve to hinder persistence. Two 

salient aspects which emerged were both the girls' 

acceptance of their situation and their tenacity in 

achieving their desired ends. No one complained that they 

had to work long hours at jobs and the girls at Helen's did 

not. They just did what they "had" to do. They did not feel 

sorry for themselves, nor did they assume the oppositional 

posture as did Willis' lads, MacLeod's gang members, and 

McRobbie's working class high school girls. Their parents 

worked hard and passed this work ethic on to their 

daughters. 

Because so many of the girls chose their specific 

institution or careers based on what parents or friends had 

done or suggested indicates that decisions may very well 

have been formulated at the kitchen table, exclusive of 

school influences. This may have been because of strong 

family ties or it may have been because many school 

personnel were not aware of their potential impact upon the 

student. Miss Stevens influenced Janie to become a 
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politician and succeeded in getting her to run and win an 

office at school. Mrs. Hearn brought to her students the 

graduate applications she filled out for her own 

professional growth and taught them how to fill them out. 

Miss Walsh and Miss Brown frequently spoke of the high goals 

the girls could obtain. Teachers who actively challenged and 

encouraged the girls did not go unnoticed, and I had heard 

about these same specific teachers week after week. But it 

was not just words that the teacher spoke but who the 

teacher was that most mattered. She or he had to "pass 

muster" before they would be listened to. The students had 

to believe that the teacher cared about them and believed in 

them. I had a conversation with a teacher who spoke in a 

very positive light about the girls, yet the girls reported 

an opposite reaction about this person. It was how they 

perceived this person to feel that mattered. It was a fine 

line that the faculty had to walk to gain acceptance. And 

as Sharla and Sue reported, some teachers really did not 

care. 

I also wondered about the school itself. That the 

counseling area and newspapers rarely highlighted selective 

institutions, that the school did not bring in the Harvards 

and the Stanfords might also have subliminally influenced 

decisions. 
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That many aspired to attend Catholic institutions 

(despite the lack of funds) was a cultural fait accompli. 

Although they cost more, research shows that those schools 

do not receive an earnings premium over public colleges of 

comparable selectivity (Fox, 1993). When I asked them why 

they desired a particular Catholic school, they looked at me 

in that same peculiar way (like I was crazy) that they did 

when I asked them why they worked so much. It was simply a 

given. 

It is a disservice, however, to generalize about their 

choices. Each person was unique. For Linda her aunt did 

nails and it looked like fun. For Hannah, her choices 

revolved around her mom from "the old country" and her 

overall feelings of inadequacy about choosing more selective 

schools. For Lana, Hawaii, Boston, and Alaska, and working 

on an expedition to save whales sounded great, but when she 

left home last summer she missed it too much to consider 

leaving. Family ties overrode her adventurous ideals, and 

her sensitivity about fitting in kept her from choosing the 

highly selective institution which she was capable of 

attending. For Anna, it was Miss Walsh, who encouraged her 

not to let finances dampen her dreams. She then applied to 

her desired school and received $8,000 in funds. Her career 

choice was in response to her parents' physically grueling 

jobs. She wanted to major in accounting so that she could 
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sit at her desk, not stand all day like her mother, with 

chronic back problems, had to do. For Eva, her dreams of 

entering medicine were dashed by a male doctor who 

encouraged her to enter the engineering field instead. I 

wondered why she was so easily swayed. Did she consider the 

possibility that sexism and classroom might have reared its 

ugly head in the case of this doctor? For Colleen, her dream 

was borne out of a movie she saw, and so was headed for a 

most competitive, selective institution. She would not be 

entering the female-dominated field to which she had once 

aspired, because she and her parents did not want to "waste" 

her education in such a low-skilled, low-paying (read: 

female) field. For Natalie and Jill, education was the 

desired outcome--at a less competitive, nonselective 

university. They "knew" it was the "best in education." 

"Someone" had told them it was. And SharI a was headed for 

the Marine Corps ultimately because her sister quit school. 

Family influences undoubtedly were strong, but so, too, were 

the influences of those teachers who cared. They impacted 

the girls' lives a greater than I believe the teachers ever 

realized. That power well could change or stagnate lives. 

In sum, most of these girls aspired to go to 

competitive four-year institutions, had plans in place to 

accomplish their goals and were steadfastly resolute in 

tackling those plans. They were not cynical, nor apathetic, 
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but calculating and determined. While many underaspired, it 

may be argued that that is not uncommon for college 

students, in general (Heath, 1993). However, there is little 

evidence that upper middle class students underaspire. Low 

ability, high SES students are more likely to go to college 

than high ability, low SES students (Jencks & Riesman, 1968; 

McDonough, 1991)--a troubling finding. 

This chapter focused on the educational aspirations of 

the students, answering in part Research Question One. 

Chapter 9 presents a clearer picture of how the girls' home 

lives further impacted their future goals, dreams, and 

outlook on the world. 
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ON HOME 

Introduction 
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Because students linked their educational aspirations, 

not to school influences, but to familial and personal ones, 

it was important to probe more deeply into areas outside 

school. Moreover, due to the monolithic categories in which 

the working class are often placed in higher education 

literature, it was important for me to individualize and 

personalize their lives and their struggles. This then 

serves as the basis of the chapter and the framework for my 

questions. 

Interviews 

MW: What's horne like? 

(II) 

Nina: 

Alicia: 

Nina: 

Linda: 

Overpopulated, loud, one bathroom. 

We have one bathroom for four people. 

My dad lives somewhere else. 

My morn is sick a lot. My dad's the one that's 

mostly there. But he works a lot. He supports 

me and my mom. My dad's cool. He's more up

to-date on things. I can talk to my morn about 

things that I couldn't with my dad. My dad 

takes me places. My mom had a nervous 
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Hannah: 

MW: 

Hannah: 

MW: 

Hannah: 

MW: 

Hannah: 
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breakdown and is on a lot of medication. We 

just moved into a condo and it's made her 

feel better. She never got her license again 

so they gave her car to my sister in Florida. 

I don't date. My mom is really strict. I 

don't do things with my friends. Prom was my 

first date. My mom's out of work and I was so 

surprised that she gave me money. She helped 

me pick out my dress! 

Do you mind that she's so strict? 

Sometimes I think I'll go crazy. It bothers 

me because who was I going to take? My mom 

won't let me have a boyfriend. I look at it 

positively because maybe I wouldn't have done 

well in school. I don't have a lot to worry 

about. 

So what's it like at home? 

It's either very loud or very quiet. It 

bothered me a lot when . . . to a point where 

I talked to Miss McGovern. 

Have you considered going away to school? 

No, because I'm not close with my dad. I'm 

closer to my mom and my brother and I feel I 

have to take care of everybody. 
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I feel very lucky to have the life I do. I'm 

thankful I have two parents. I used to think 

everyone else had parents like mine. In 

grammar school only one or two were divorced. 

Not here. Here I've been exposed to a lot of 

things. 

Meg: My dad was a security engineer. Seventy-one 

when he died. 

MW: So, it's tough. 

Meg: I can't buy clothes when I want to. My 

brothers are older and have their own 

problems. 

Rachel: My mom always tells me, 'Don't follow 

everyone else.' I've always been that way. 

They always told me, 'Do for yourself--don't 

depend on others.' 

Collette: I have a good home life compare to other 

kids. I was always brought up that everyone 

sits and eats at one time and share what they 

did that day. My parents don't always yell 

like other friends' parents. I'm self

confident. My parents have a lot to do with 
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Gina: 

261 

it. They say, 'Be the best you can be.' If 

you don't do well, try again! 

I live with my mom. My parents divorced and I 

live with my stepfather. It's hard sometimes 

to do everything I need to do: work, 

homework, eat. And I want to do more for my 

mom but I can't. My mom's my best friend. 

She's really open with me about everything. 

People Don't believe I don't have sex. My mom 

says they just want to bring me down with 

them. She tells me not to think about 

marriage. She tells me to get a career first 

before a family and about the sex thing--you 

never know what can happen. 

Meaning? 

Pregnancy. 

Home is better. My brother moved out. My mom 

can't get a job because she gets social 

security checks and she can't get a good job 

because she didn't go to college. 

I don't like home when everybody fights. My 

mom and dad fight a lot. 
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Both my parents are from Argentina. I was 

born in Argentina. I came here when I was six 

years old. I had to learn English. I was 

supposed to be in first grade but I had to do 

kindergarten again and I was scared. It was 

awful. 

My mom said her whole life was my brother and 

I. Her paycheck was us learning things. Now 

it's hard. Now we're growing up and doing our 

own thing. She just turned 40~ She says she 

has nothing now. We were her job--raising us. 

She started taking classes at City CC but the 

transition was very hard .... I'm very 

close with my family. It's very important to 

me. 

My parents divorced last year. It was hard 

with everything else. We didn't know it was 

coming. He was depressed and he didn't talk 

to us. He got fired after 16 years, then he 

worked somewhere else and got laid off three 

times because the company was going bad. He 

was home without work for awhile. He just 
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came in one day and said, 'I'm leaving.' My 

mom was pretty much mad. She does everything 

and she didn't see the reason why he did 

this. No fighting. It's still pretty hard. 

It's hard because you don't trust men. 

I pay for my clothes, my pager, my cellular 

phone. My mom gives me money when I need it 

and I give her money when she needs it. She 

pays for the car and we share insurance. I'm 

keeping my job because it's really good-

$6.00 an hour. 

And dad? 

He died. My dad was separated from us for 10 

years before that. I didn't know' what I had 

'til it's gone. 

Sue: I'm very close to my mom. My dad is always 

working. He works and works. I don't really 

know my dad. I know my dad supports me and 

loves me, but 

the morning. 

I only see him briefly in 

MW: Do you have siblings? 

Sue: My mom didn't want any more kids because my 

dad was into drinking. He's been off a long 
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time. If affected my relationship with him. 

It shows me how stupid he is. He never 

touched anyone, he just acted stupid . . . he 

kept going to work. . . . Actually its been 

only in the last few months that he's not 

been drinking. 

Chelsea: My stepdad doesn't interfere but I don't 

cause trouble. It's my mom's third marriage. 

I know it's not gonna work. 

MW: Why? 

Chelsea: They're both alcoholics. Most of the time 

it's very nice there but there's times when 

it's not. That's why I don't participate in 

alcohol. I've gone to meetings and read about 

it. It's not their fault. But I'm the one 

that has to be in control. 

(SHR) 

MW: You talk about Anthony a lot. Tell me about 

him. 

Ronda: My boyfriend's a typical Italian but not a 

typical Italian. His mom is handicapped. He 

works, he cleans, he cooks, he fixes cars. 

MW: What's a 'typical Italian'? 
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West Street guys, lots of jewelry, womanizes, 

money grubbers. He has the attitude though. 

Most Italian guys I know say, 'I'm beautiful, 

I'm God, everyone loves me.' My boyfriend 

says, 'I'm ugly, I'm fat, and I have a big 

nose. ' 

What does she do? 

He dropped out of CWHS. School did nothing 

for him. When he applied himself he got 

straight A's. His brother dropped out as 

well. He has three jobs and he puts all his 

money into the company. It's goody. I see 

Anthony a lot. Ask Donna about her's. 

Okay, Donna, tell me about your boyfriend. 

My boyfriend lives in this major 

dysfunctional family. His mom's an alcoholic 

and his dad's a big abusive jerk. They're 

weird. He plans to go to college--City CC-

because he'll pay for it himself. I think I'm 

the only one he tells about the stuff. I was 

with him a really long time. I think I'll be 

married but I don't think to him. I'm afraid 

of the way he'll turn out. I used to drink 

but I don't any more because of his mom and 
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then I found out he used to and I don't want 

him to. She's messed up majorly. 

What's home life like for you, Ronda? 

My mom is seeing a psychiatrist because of 

all her heart problems. She's lonely. She 

doesn't think anyone will love her again. I 

always have to be there and I always have to 

listen to it and sometimes I can't handle it. 

It upsets me but I can't let her see I'm 

upset or it'll get worse. My dad goes country 

dancing all the time. I tell my mom to get 

out. She can't sit home and· meet her knight 

in shining armor that way. . I don't 

really like my parents. My dad went on 

vacation but didn't tell me. He just said he 

can't drive me to school for four days. He 

could've told us. My dad's side is the 

drinkers and they can really put it away. 

We have a big family and they all live close 

to each other. We're real big and we're real 

close. Both my parents were born in Italy. I 

was raised in just Italian. When I was 

younger I was so embarrassed that my parents 

spoke Italian. I learned English in pre-
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school, kindergarten, and Sesame Street. It 

was really hard. Then I didn't want my 

parents to speak Italian in the house. But 

now I'm proud. I was embarrassed I was 

different. Now all we want to do is speak 

Italian in the house. 

I live with my mom. I haven't seen my dad in 

two and a half months. I used to see him 

every other weekend. He's into motorcycles. 

He's never paid anything. My parents were 

divorced before I was a week old. It's tough. 

I see how other fathers are. It's not just 

the money. He don't provide, but he openly 

admits he doesn't want to be bothered. He's a 

lineman for the telephone company but he 

doesn't pay for anything. And he gets season 

tickets to the (professional basketball team) 

and hockey. He's never taken me to a game. 

He's got 42 motorcycles, antique cars, and a 

big, beautiful house. He don't give me money. 

He gives me $157.50 a month. That doesn't 

cover books or tuition. Tuition is $3400. I'd 

rather not take anything from him or he'll 
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everything. 

Peggy, what is happiness to you? 
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Feeling good about myself. Not being ashamed 

of anything. People being proud of me. I'm 

happy with what I do. I'm self-confident. 

Things are hard at times. I'm proud of myself 

and we have to take care of my grandma. I can 

make grades, do my job, and do the work at 

home with my grandma. My dad was an 

alcoholic. The reason for the divorce. I 

spend time with him at his house he'll get 

drunk and the papers say he has to have my 

permission to drink. He never does. He used 

to hit my mom. Me, too. Even when I went to 

visit him he'd hit me and I was afraid to 

tell my mom. I was 5 or 6. One time my mom 

noticed I had bruises. We had to go to court 

again. . . . 

I have no idea where my mother is. My dad 

died when I was two. Then my mom married this 

guy and I'm living with my stepdad's parents. 

I don't know where my mother is. 
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My mom has a law degree from Mexico. She 

would like to go here but she thinks it's too 

late. 

How old is she? 

Forty-four. Her English isn't good either. 

How's home? 

It's horrible. I hate it. My dad works three 

to twelve. I never see him. My mom comes home 

at five and she's crazy. She just yells. 

Nothing satisfies her. Me and my sister 

fight. I tell my mom at 18 I'm leaving and 

she says fine. 

Is it strict at home? 

My dad lets me do whatever. My dad--I can 

talk to him about anything. My dad drinks a 

lot. He drinks everywhere. I tell my mom to 

leave. I just see him on the couch almost 

passed out. I don't think he should put us 

through that. My mom thinks he'll stop for 

good but I think he'll always drink. 

Yesterday he asked her for a divorce but he 

always does. They've gotten separated before 

but eventually it'll happen. I think it's 

better. They've grown so much apart. He lives 
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his life, she lives hers. They fight a lot 

after we go to bed. I would've kicked my dad 

out a long time ago. He brings so many 

burdens to the house with his drinking and 

smoking. My mom had a first marriage and he 

kept the baby and she never saw it again. She 

uses that to say she has a horrible life that 

I shouldn't have. 

What's happiness? 

Not worrying all the time, or scared. That 

everything is OK. 

Are you scared, worried all the time? 

I'm afraid all the time and scared of being 

hurt. I hope my husband won't be a drinker. 

Kaitlin: Home is better than a lot of people. I see my 

dad often but I don't like him very much. 

He's verbally abusive. I wish I could be away 

from him but I can't. I see him for as short 

a period as I can see him. My mom's the 

greatest. She's gone through school 

supporting three kids. She's my best friend. 

MW: How was the divorce? 

Kaitlin: I felt I had to take it upon myself to get my 

brothers through it. 
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MW: Why? 

Kaitlin: I felt my mom and dad needed time to get 

through it. I have a tendency to organize 

more and help others. 

Edna: 

MW: 

Edna: 

MW: 

Edna: 

MW: 

Edna: 

MW: 

Edna: 

My dad works 24-7. 

What's that? 

Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 

So I don't see him. I can do what I want. 

Do you see mom? 

I see her every Wednesday and church on 

Sunday. 

Why are you with your dad? 

It was my choice. I'd get rid of her totally 

but I can't. Her mother had a vicious cycle 

when she was drunk. Now that happens when my 

mom gets drunk. Her mom treated her bad and 

now she'S bad to me. 

Is your mom sober when she sees you? 

Yeah, but we go to my aunt's and she's an 

alcoholic. He didn't want me in the car when 

she's drunk. My stepdad drinks but he's not 

an alcoholic. He's a butcher, too. He can 

butcher and quarter a live animal with the 
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best of them. He's a gymnast from Romania and 

did all that stuff from start to finish. 

My parents support me. They let me play 

soccer. My mom comes to all my games. 

What about your dad? 

I don't see him. He remarried. Sometimes it's 

hard for my mom. She struggles and has no one 

to raise us. She misses him. He left when I 

was 4 or 5. He gives us no money. She can get 

it legally but she wants to do it on her own. 

My questions turned now to their leisure time. 

MW: What do you do for fun? 

(SHH) 

Tina: It seems everyone's so immature and wild and 

I'm not like that. I'd rather go for coffee 

and not party. Some people just get plastered 

on the weekends. 

Melissa: Drink sometimes. We have the highest 

percentage of drinkers in the senior class of 

the surrounding high schools. Last year we 

had a big assembly with the parents. 
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(SHB) 

(When I asked Emily and Cassie what they did for fun they 

started laughing.) 

MW: Okay, so you go drinking. Tell me about it. 

Cassie: 

Emily: 

Cassie: 

Emily: 

Cassie: 

We get it ourselves. In a liquor store. We go 

dancing in suburban clubs. 

I go to bars. I never get carded. 

A lot of kids drink. Some have gotten in 

trouble, but I mostly stay where I'm at when 

I drink. I don't go to bars. We just sleep at 

the guy's house. His mom lets us sleep in the 

basement. The counselors know we drink. Some 

of the teachers know. 

They let us do our own thing. I think if the 

teacher does ask, they'd tell them no, 

anyway. They'd tell the administration and 

that's when the trouble starts. 

(In a sing-songy voice) They'd make us come 

to a meeting, tell home, have a meeting with 

the senior class, and we're not going to 

listen. 

MW: How many kids drink? 

Cassie & Emily: 70-75% 

MW: Does your mom know? 
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I don't tell her, but since I come home so 

early in the morning she suspects. 

I think my mom has a clue but my dad has no 

idea. At our house at 18 you don't have a 

curfew. In my house, at 18 I'm free. 

Right now I'm on my own. But I'm living in 

her house and I respect that. 

Tell me about your friends. 

I hang out with all guys. I go downtown and 

hang out. 

I hang out with girls but we look for guys. 

You never know. 

What's good about hanging out with guys--I'm 

comfortable with them. I grew up with them. I 

don't want a boyfriend. I hang out with all 

my brother's friends. I see the guys that 

have girlfriends. They hit on other girls but 

when he's with his girlfriend he's totally 

devoted. 

Do you have a curfew? 

I like to be home at 12:00 so I don't worry 

my parents. I go to the movies, dinner, 

roller skating, parties. 
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My best friend and I go to movies. I buy her 

a ticket sometimes because she has to come up 

with her own money. She didn't want to take 

her parents to the parent-daughter dinner 

dance. She has a lot of problems. So my mom 

said we could adopt her for the night and we 

bought her a ticket. My mom bakes cookies and 

she's so surprised we have all this food! I'm 

the wealthiest of my friends . 

significantly. 

Felicia: We go to the pool house a lot, and parties. 

Jenny: 

(SL) 

Anna: 

We (pointing to Jenny) used to work together 

on weekends. 

I used to work with her 'til I got fired. My 

supervisor just sat around and didn't do 

anything so I went to the head boss. My 

supervisor got mad at me and fired me! But 

(defensively) I didn't start swearing at her 

'til after I got fired. 

All my friends have fake IDs. We go to bars 

to dance. We don't get drunk. I like the 

surroundings. I always thought I'd drink when 

I got a fake ID. I drank more when I was 
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younger. The first time I got drunk was the 

7th grade. I used to be bad in grammar 

school. I was sneaking out of the house, 

drinking, smoking. 

Do you have a curfew? 

No curfew. My mom knows I have a fake ID. As 

long as I'm in before she wakes up at 4:30 

it's OK. 

We play pool, party. 

Dancing. 

We go downtown dancing. Once-in awhile 

drinking. 

How do you get the alcohol? 

Fake IDs. A lot of liquor stores don't card 

(she and the girls start naming off liquor 

stores that don't card). 

MW: For someone who doesn't do much drinking, you 

sure know all the places (we all burst out in 

laughter) . 

(JL) 

MW: You and your boyfriend are close. What's he 

like? 

Jeanine: My boyfriend's 18. He dropped out of high 

school. He didn't like Elite Suburb HS. He 



277 

totally didn't fit in. He's Italian too. He 

always said his family didn't fit in Elite 

Suburb. He's been working in the same 

restaurant for three years. I'd like to see 

him buy that restaurant. He's getting his 

GED. He's going to Suburban CC for business. 

Summary 

Choosing the specific interviews for a balanced 

representation of this section was difficult because so many 

of the girls' homes were troubled. Many took on the 

responsibility of caring for the emotional needs of their 

mothers and siblings due to alcoholism, divorce, illness, or 

the struggles that being an immigrant brought. Lana, Hanna, 

Kaitlin, and Ronda either were expected to or felt it was 

their job to provide emotional support for those in crisis. 

They felt pressure, internal or otherwise to help repair the 

broken hearts of their mothers, be there for siblings, or 

keep the family running smoothly. 

The fathers seemed to be gone all the time, either 

because they left, were drunk, or because they worked 

seemingly around the clock. Many resented their fathers for 

this. Some girls tried to keep themselves occupied with long 

hours of work to avoid the fighting at home. What they 

learned was that it was the mothers who were left to run the 
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mother could not. 
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The women I met in my parents' blue collar neighborhood 

were hard-working, no-nonsense women who did not clutter 

their conversations with "what if" questions. They accepted 

their lives and went on with them--as did the girls . . . as 

did Loretta at the playground. She had short straight brown 

hair, a brown tee shirt and brown double knit tight pants. 

I approached her at the swing set as she pushed her nine

month-old while her three-year-old climbed the slide. We 

started talking. 

MW: It's hard with two little ones. 

Loretta: My husband works 15, 16 hours a day, six days 

a week and I got these kids nonstop. 

MW: What does he do? 

Loretta: He's a limousine driver and his only day off 

is Sunday. That's his only time so I tell 

him to go see his friends. I'm thankful this 

one sleeps seven to seven. I get about five, 

six hours sleep a night. 

MW: Why so little? 

Loretta: My husband calls me a half hour before he 

gets home so I can cook him his supper. It 

could be anywhere from 11 to two in the 
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morning . and I like to sit with him when 

he's eating and catch up on the day. 

Loretta did what she could with the choices that she 

made and the cards she was dealt. She was not thrilled with 

her mother-in-law from Poland who seemed to harass her and 

she was vocal about it. Yet, she never spoke with self-pity 

or held a vision of something better for herself. Her life 

was clearly a struggle from my perspective--one which would 

find me complaining or searching for an exit route. But not 

Loretta, and I admired her for her strength. 

Some girls had parents who were together, did not fight 

or did not drink. They were the exception and the girls 

themselves were grateful for their circumstance. Because of 

the fragility of the family structure and their tenuous 

economic status, many were encouraged to "do for 

themselves." The girls intrinsically understood that 

independence was a necessity; learning it young could only 

serve to benefit them. In part, this was why they worked as 

soon as they did. One faculty member lamented that Seton 

protected the girls, which ultimately did not help them. I 

disagree. If Peggy, beaten and rejected by her alcoholic 

father, Andrea, abandoned by her mother and raised by step

grandparents, and Anita, subjected to constant parental 

fighting and an alcoholic father were protected, I am glad. 

It may well have been their only safe place. They were 
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allowed to be themselves in an academically and socially 

rich environment. 

Despite the turmoil which alcohol brought to many 

girls' families, over half of the girls drank. However, few 

in this study reported that it was a regular occurrence or 

that they drank heavily (and given their openness with me 

about a variety of private matters, I have little reason to 

doubt their honesty). Since only a small number reported 

that they had curfews, it was as if they were living on 

their own. Free to come and go, the girls still respected 

their parents and did not want to worry them by staying out 

too late. What "too late" mean for Anna (4:30 a.m.) was 

quite different for Emily (12:00 a.m.), however. 

In sum, given the complexity of their lives with the 

emotional and economic struggles and their "forced 

independence," they start out their adult lives very 

differently from those of higher classes and even boys of 

the working class. The boys live in a world in which males 

are taken care of; they can come and go as they please. They 

may work two jobs, but there are always meals waiting and 

laundry done. The wives work at jobs both outside and in the 

home and are often the sole emotional support for family 

members. How then can their daughters feel free to explore 

the world as Lana wished to do, when they would then leave 

the responsibility and many times the burdens of the home 
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exclusively to their mothers, to whom they are so attached? 

That they aspire to attend the institutions they do is an 

accomplishment to be applauded when one factors their home 

lives into the educational equation. The 90% higher 

education attendance ratio the school enjoys is impressive, 

given the obstacles endured. Despite superior academic 

preparation, the playing field is not level. They obviously 

do not enjoy the resources, freedoms, or cultural capital as 

do families of higher social classes, and higher education 

institutions, with increasing tuitions and more restrictive 

entrance policies, serve to keep working class females at 

the lowest educational levels. Those that do make it to the 

more selective institutions have had greater obstacles to 

endure both economically and culturally than the higher 

classes. Unquestionably, the girls' academic training 

thwarted the downward spiral for which many working class 

were destined. These girls were going to college, and three

fourths of them to four-year institutions. Despite academic 

training, Bourdieu's (1977) cultural capital theory is at 

work, however. They still must pay the price, culturally, by 

learning the protocols of college entrance and success when 

at school, not home, and that is dependent on whomever 

happens to accept them as confidants. They must pay the 

price economically, given rising educational costs. They 

must be more highly motivated to undertake the heavier 
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sacrifices that they will encounter than more well-off 

families (Gambetta, 1987). As Blossfield and Shavit (1993) 

state, the "cultural and economic inequalities between 

classes and status groups combine to produce educational 

inequities among their children" (p. 7). 

The girls' experiences at home and at school combined 

to formulate their expectations for the future. What, then, 

given their struggles at home, their academic achievements 

at school, and their plans for college are the salient 

features which comprise their expectations for the future? 

Chapter 10 will address this question, the second half of 

Research Question One. 



CHAPTER 10 

ON THE FUTURE 

Introduction 
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In previous chapters, the girls shared, very candidly, 

their lives and experiences at school and home. What, then, 

did they see in their future? In the interview portion of 

this chapter I asked the girls to describe their lives 10 

years from now. I wanted to ascertain how their present 

lives and future expectations aligned. In the quantitative 

portion of this chapter, however, I included what the girls 

reported their future college majors or careers might be as 

well as a 10-year projectile. How did these comparisons 

align? 

Future Goals 

When asked what their future major or career might be, 

32% sought careers in the helping professions--nursing, 

education, and social work. Eighteen percent sought 

accounting and business careers. Fifty percent, then, 

desired to follow traditional female careers (Rumberger, 

1982). Five students (9%) desired careers in which advanced 

or professional degrees were needed, such as careers in 

academia, medicine, and law. The balance of the students 

(one or two per category) sought careers in the arts, 

architecture, broadcasting, computer science, engineering, 
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and others. In all, 82% sought careers in which at least a 

baccalaureate degree was required. 

Of the 55 students reporting, only two headed for 

highly selective institutions related to their intended 

career to academic interests or strengths. Twenty-six 

percent chose a career path because a relative was in the 

profession. Twenty-one percent gave general response 

unrelated to the specific career, such as salary 

consideration or working conditions. Thirty-seven percent 

expressed specific interest in the career, and 12% gave 

varied personal reasons, such as "it looks like fun," "I 

love kids," etc. 

In sum, the girls chose a variety of career paths and 

reasons for those paths. Half sought the traditional female 

occupations. For one half of the sample, however, the chosen 

career path was grounded in reasons unrelated to their 

specific strengths or interests. 

Of the senior cohort, when asked what they would like 

to be doing 10 years from now, almost one-third (32%) 

mentioned marriage exclusively. Only 18% specified a 

particular career. 

While the girls mentioned a variety of career paths 

when we discussed college plans, few recalled them when 

asked to project 10 years into their future. It is with 

skepticism, then, that one might look at their reported 
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career plans. For many, marriage overrode their desire for a 

career, despite the troubled homes from which many girls 

came and the long and tiresome jobs to which their 

uneducated parents returned day after day. As one faculty 

member told me, "all they're looking for is their knight in 

shining armor." 

As earlier reported, my questions focused on the 

future. I wanted to determine what influences affected their 

expectations for the future. Did they want or foresee their 

lives to be like their mother? Their teachers? Did their 

plans seem to be realistic? Did they intend for their future 

husbands to be like the men in their lives presently? Did 

their experiences at Seton affect their future plans? 

MW: 

(11) 

Alicia: 

Nina: 

Linda: 

Alicia: 

Interviews 

Describe your life to me in 10 years. 

I want to have a family and one child. 

I want a dog. No! A dog is too much--a bird! 

I want to stay in (the city). 

A good job. A beautician or something in 

business. 

I'll be out of college, hopefully, with a 

good job. Married. I want two kids. And live 

in (the city). 

MW: What will your husband be like? 
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Someone I can talk to, someone I can be 

friends with. Looks aren't important. That's 

not my style. 

What would he do? 

Whatever makes him happy. 

I'd like to be established in a career. I'd 

like to be happy, established, stable, and 

have some kind of personal life. I can see 

myself married with a home life. Different 

from mine. Everyone expects you to get 

married. I plan to when I want to and to who 

I want to. That's what's bad about my family. 

They expect that we marry at a certain age. I 

see what my sister goes through because at 29 

they say, 'Why aren't you married?' It's my 

mom's second marriage so she's not anxious 

for us to get married. Her first was chosen. 

My sister can't date 'til she's 21 but she's 

expected to be married before 29. Now that I 

work I finally have some guy friends. 

I'll be on a boat on an expedition like Green 

Peace saving beached whales. I want to make a 

hands-on impact on the environment. I'll be 
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Lana: 

doing what I want to do. I don't want a 

family. 

Hopefully married, have a nice house--no 

kids--working at school. 

Your ideal mate? 
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He has to have direction in his life. Has his 

own life and allows me to be independent. 

When we're together we enjoy each other. I 

look at my parent's relationship. It's 

beautiful but there's so much commitment 

involved. Why bother getting married unless 

it's ideal? If I want to go on a three month 

expedition I can. I'd love to have kids--2 or 

3. But I don't know if it's feasible. But I 

can't have independence and not send kids to 

day care. Parents should raise their kids. 

Basically, my soul-mate. Have a lot in 

common. Lana is more separate. I'm more 

committed. I'll have my job and he'll have 

his job and stay home with the kids. It 

doesn't matter what he does. 

I want a jazz musician (laughter). I'd want a 

castle in Ireland, a villa in France, but 

keep my home base here. I don't want to leave 

it. 
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Colleen: I'll have a full-time job and be thinking 

about a family. I'll be married and wanting a 

family. My theology teacher would kill me if 

she heard me say that (giggling). I'll leave 

work to raise a family and go back part-time. 

I don't care what my husband does, just so he 

has a stable full-time job. 

Meg: 

MW: 

Meg: 

Rachel: 

Rich ... comfortable. In (the city). 

Describe comfortable. 

Enough to pay bills. No debts. Nice car, nice 

house, being stable. Unmarried. One of my 

goals is to be stable. We have a lot of money 

problems. 

In the suburbs. I want to have kids and give 

them everything possible. All the good soccer 

teams are in the suburbs. . I want my 

husband to work. Not work and feed off me all 

his life and not think he's superior to me. 

And not think I'm gonna play house. He's 

gonna get involved with the kids and do 

dishes sometimes. And no one stuck on old 

values, like a girl who can't date 'til she's 
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Yvette: 

Emily: 

MW: 

Emily: 
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21. A friend's father doesn't know she went 

to prom last year. I don't want my kids 

scared of their father. As long as he's 

contributing it don't matter what he does. 

Hopefully I'll have a stable job and maybe a 

family. I'll be married. I'd want my husband 

to help me out and not sit around and do 

nothing. I don't want him to think he can own 

me. I'd just like him to help me out around 

the house. You know how some men expect a 

woman to cook and clean and do everything. I 

want him honest. Stable. Not a bum on the 

street so I don't have to support him. I'd 

want him to do something professional. Not a 

construction worker or waiter or nothing like 

that. 

A police officer like my dad. I want my 

husband to be a doctor or lawyer, someone 

with money. I don't want to work. I hate 

working. 

So you don't want to be a police officer? 

Well, that's before I marry. 
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He has to have a steady job, he has to be 

funny, good looking, and Italian. Any job as 

long as he doesn't get laid off! 

Stephanie: Work as a social worker in a juvenile 

detention center. 

MW: Why? 

Stephanie: My brother went into it. I love helping 

kids. 

Kendra: 

Liza: 

MW: 

Liza: 

MW: 

Liza: 

I see myself married young. A doctor, a 

lawyer, or businessman. A good job. . . OK. I 

do want him to have money but I want to 

support myself. I'm used to doing that. 

Hopefully married, have a degree in college 

and working. One child. 

And your husband? 

Someone I can trust. Our love will be so 

overwhelming we'll always be together. Like 

my parents. 

What would he do? 

I'm attracted to people in business. I like a 

guy who is well-dressed. Well-presented. Not 

sloppy. 
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MW: 

Rita: 

MW: 

Rita: 

MW: 

Rita: 

MW: 

Rita: 

(SHR) 

Dianna: 
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Married. Two kids total. Being successful in 

my career. Not necessarily being top chef but 

. the chef below. 

Why not top? 

I think because society is afraid of women 

with so much power. Because businesses on top 

are basically men and the top chefs are 

basically men. 

And you don't want that. 

I'd want it if I was good enough. A lot of 

things has to change. Men think they're so 

hot. They don't think we can do it. I'd be 

there if I could. They look down on women. 

And your ideal husband? 

Have a good job and a sense of humor and 

treat me as a person. As equals instead of 

him above. 

His job? 

As long as he can support himself and me--a 

stable job and not a garbage man . . . 

another chef. 

Ever since I was a kid I'd see myself as 

married. . and starting a career. I'm not 

sure what I'd go into but I'd be seriously 
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dating or married. I'd want as many kids as I 

can support. I'd love to be a psychologist 

but I'm not sure I'm smart enough. 

Sue: I'll be married and will be working. I want 

two kids, not an only child like I was. It 

depends on the financial. He has to be 

intelligent. Not a guy that just talks about 

sports. Dependable, that won't leave me. 

He'll have his job, I'll have mine. A good 

father. I haven't seen too much of the world 

but I'd settle in (the city). 

Felicia: I want to be married and have four or five 

kids. 

MW: How many siblings do you have? 

Felicia: One brother. I want to have an established 

career. 

MW: And your mate? 

Felicia: A millionaire! And sensitive, supportive to 

my career. I'm not going to be sitting at 

home. 

(SL) 

Nan: 

Penny: 

Married and no kids. 

Married with a rich husband. 



Shawn: 

Penny: 

Nan: 

Cindy: 

Penny: 

Nan: 

Shawn: 

Penny: 

Nan: 

Penny: 
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I want my husband to have a good job, I don't 

care what. I want to make more than my 

husband. 

I don't! If I made more than my husband he'd 

be a loser; it's a disgrace. 

Why not make equal money? But not more .... 

Why, to be barefoot and pregnant? 

He's a loser if I make more. He's not setting 

high enough goals for himself. 

I want to be a doctor of nutrition. I want my 

husband to be a doctor. I think that would be 

cute. 

I want someone who can fix things. 

I want a guy like my dad--in finance. 

I don't want construction workers. I want an 

executive. I want him to be classy looking. 

In a suit, but handy. 

Yeah, mow the lawn. 

Shawn: I want a guy who cooks. 

Candy: I want a guy who caters to me when I'm sick. 

(Although most of these girls were Italian, they were 

yelling, "No Italian guys!" All talking at once, they said 

"They cheat on you!" "They beat you!" "They're mama's boys!" 

Anna: I want a guy that's 100%. Either 100% Italian 

or 100% Greek. 
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Anna: 

Candy: 
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But you can't marry a Greek. They only marry 

Greeks. 

After I told you the other day my husband has 

to be 100%, I thought about it and decided he 

could be half Greek and half Italian. . . . I 

want him to have an office job and come home 

and clean. I'd stay here because we have the 

biggest accounting firm in the city. But if 

my job transferred me to Florida I'd transfer 

in a second . . . but only if my parents were 

taken care of. I'd feel bad to leave my 

parents. 

I want to become an art therapist and work 

with kids at DCFS. My aunt and uncle both 

studied psychology. They work in DCFS at the 

Y. That's how I got my interest. I want a 

husband that definitely lets me be myself, 

whether I have to stay home or have to get a 

job. He's gotta know when to talk, when not 

to, when to go up to me, when to leave me 

alone. We have to be friends. I don't want 

him to be a 9-5 guy and then go to bed. He's 

gotta be spontaneous and want to go out and 

stuff. It doesn't matter what he does as long 
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as he's happy. Maybe he should be like my 

dad--a technician. 

Jan: Married, two kids and be a doctor. 

MW: Describe your husband. 

Jan: Smart, good looking, with a job higher than 

mine. I don't want to support my husband. 

He'd have to be president (laughter)! Someone 

that makes more money than I do. 

Sandy: 

Bess: 

Mindy: 

Bess: 

Mindy: 

Cindi: 

I want to be married and close to my mom cuz 

we're close. Two kids if I can take it. 

Married. I want a typical Italian. 

Because your dad will like it. 

I want a nice Italian last name. I want an 

Italian with money. 

Married with a nice four carat diamond on my 

finger. All my cousins have big rocks. I want 

an Italian because my whole family is off the 

boat. 

I don't want him to be like my dad. He's a 

workaholic. He works two jobs from 10:00 p.m. 

to 5:00 p.m. My mom works 10:00 to 5:00. 

That's exactly what I don't want him to be. I 

want him to be close to his own family. I 
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want to live in (the city). I couldn't be 

away from my family. 

Kaitlin: I'd be a producer of some kind of TV show or 

news. I'd have enough money to have a family. 

He'd have to make me laugh, talk to me 

intelligently. He has to be able to talk to 

me about anything or everything. Looks aren't 

that important. He needs a good job. An 

education. A lawyer or teacher. He wouldn't 

be a mechanic or flipping burgers. But he can 

own his own restaurant. Not in the sewer or 

construction. I'd think he'd be able to 

achieve more than construction or sewers. 

Edna: 

MW: 

Edna: 

MW: 

Edna: 

A single person. My plan is to make money, 

build a house with a big wrap-around driveway 

and a five car garage. 

Five car! 

Because my dad wants to live above the garage 

so I figure it's gotta be big (laughter)! 

Where? 

We'd have to live right outside the city. 

Maybe Valley View. But it's pitch black out 

there at night. 



MW: 

Edna: 

Kate: 

MW: 

Kate: 

MW: 

Kate: 

MW: 

Kate: 

MW: 

Kate: 
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And that's not good? 

No! In my neighborhood I can see everything 

at night and no one will touch me. There, 

bushes are everywhere and you can't see if 

someone's hiding in that bush. When I babysit 

out there I have to walk in the middle of the 

street. 

Hopefully a paralegal and hopefully married. 

Why not a lawyer? 

Public speaking. I can't really. (Kate has a 

stutter. ) 

Did you know you could be a lawyer without 

going in the courtroom? 

Then that's what I want to be! 

You're an athlete, you know how to work hard 

for goals. 

Yeah, you have to have a total commitment. 

What would your husband do? 

He'd like his job and does it well. He 

doesn't sit around. I don't care what he does 

as long as he don't complain a lot about his 

job. My dad works long hours and comes 

home really late and complains. I want my 

husband there for the kids. It's better now 
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for my dad though. He used to work outside 

and now he gets to work inside a building. 

I see myself married, raising a family, being 

a homemaker. My husband would be strong 

emotionally, strong physically, 

understanding, sensitive. Money is nice. Not 

afraid to say what's on his mind. 

Summary 

Most talked about careers in general terms but spoke 

very specifically about their personal lives. Not 

unexpectedly, most girls did not want to duplicate their 

mothers' lives. Although most desired marriage, they did not 

plan to assume subservient positions within those marriages. 

They planned to do what they wanted when they wanted. Rachel 

wanted her husband to work, "not ( ... ) feed off me all his 

life and not think he's superior to me. And not think I'm 

gonna play house." Yvette expected that he would help her 

out and "not sit around and do nothing . not a bum on 

the street so I didn't have to support him." Kendra wanted 

him to have money and added, "but I want to support myself." 

Jan wanted him to have a job "higher" than hers, saying, "I 

don't want to support my husband." The senior lunch group 

concurred that he needed to be handy, able to cook, and 

"repair things," but most importantly, he needed to make 
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more than the wife, or he'd be a "loser." Thus, despite 

their assertive posture regarding a man's duties around the 

house, they still assumed the main responsibility for the 

home and it was the man's responsibility to be the 

breadwinner. 

Many girls wanted the husband to simply have a stable 

job, like Meg, who dreamed of just being able to buy clothes 

when she wanted. Many did not want their husbands to have 

blue-collar jobs or jobs in which they appeared sloppy. Men 

could not be construction workers, mechanics, flip burgers, 

or work in sewers. Bev's dad's occupation, a manager at a 

hardware store, was not what she had in mind for her 

husband. Rather, the girls wanted men in "classy suits," or 

who "dressed nice," "in business," or "an executive." Some 

wanted men with money. Emily, for example, associated work 

with drudgery, and looked forward to the day she did not 

have to work again. In essence, they wanted middle-class men 

and live middle-class lives. 

The girls mentioned personal characteristics necessary 

for their future husbands, like intelligence, dependability, 

and trustworthiness. Ascribed characteristics were also 

important. Anna, Bess, Mindy, and others wanted Italian men

-preferably 100%, although Anna would also accept 50% Greek. 

Since the majority of girls were either first or second 
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generation Americans, they valued and took pride in their 

ethnic backgrounds. It was part of their daily lives. 

Rachel did not want her children afraid of their 

father. Many wanted a husband who was a good father and a 

dependable father--one that would be there. Unfortunately, 

many spoke through their own experiences, and wanted 

husbands very unlike their own fathers. It was as if the 

girls wanted to try their lives over again, but the "right" 

way this time. 

Lana was the most adventuresome of the sample. She 

wanted the freedom to leave on a three-month expedition if 

she chose. She wanted a castle in Ireland, a villa in 

France. She would take a jazz musician husband, if he was 

lucky. She was the only one of the sample that wanted to 

explore life beyond the city and suburbs. She was, at the 

same time, very rooted in traditional values, and was 

against mothers working, as, "parents should raise their own 

children." The fact that most working class women do not 

have that option did not occur to her. 

Colleen was deluded into thinking that she could have 

an engineering career, quit to raise her children, and 

return where she left off, only part-time. Unfortunately, 

most likely she will return at the bottom rung, with 

beginning pay, lower benefits, and competing with younger, 

current professionals. She will start over because of her 



301 

choice to raise children. Women are in a constant state of 

compromise, particularly if she chooses to have a family. 

And for these working class girls who value their families 

so highly, hard choices will have to be made. 

In sum, while Seton seemed to have a minimal impact, 

their experiences at home directly affected their vision for 

the future. Most did not want history repeated. Most wanted 

or expected to have a job or career, but focused their 

future on their personal lives. They easily elaborated on 

these details. While many scored respectably or well on ACTs 

and planned to attend competitive institutions, this was not 

what they valued. I sensed that most thought there would be 

no need to be concerned about a future career. As Emily 

said, she would be a policewoman, marry a doctor or lawyer, 

and quit work. Ironically, although most insisted they would 

do for themselves, and their husbands would not "mooch off 

of" them, they did not associate the connection between 

being independent financially and having a viable career. 

Emily and Kendra's plans to be rich are doubtful, since 

Jencks and Riesman (1968) report that it is rare that 

socioeconomic classes cross. They would have to do it 

themselves. Jeanine, Maria, and Ronda all planned to marry 

their boyfriends, none of whom graduated from high school. 

How they will meet these "executives," "doctors," and 

"lawyers" is in question when the boys in their lives are 
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not close to those career paths. Unless their educational 

and career plans take root, they will be destined to repeat 

the very lives they disdain. 

Chapter 11 presents an overview of the salient issues 

and research questions in this study, concluding statements, 

and recommendations for working class girls. 



CHAPTER 11 

CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

303 

This chapter will not serve as a recap of the previous 

10; each chapter provides a summary of the topics housed in 

each. Rather, it will concisely address the research 

questions found in Chapter 1. That is: What are the 

educational aspirations and future expectations of the girls 

in the sample, and the influences which lead to those 

aspirations and expectations? Theoretical implications, 

recommendations, and conclusions will follow. 

Research Questions and Observations 

Almost 100% (59 girls) of the sample planned to attend 

college, with the majority headed for competitive 

universities of average selectivity (Research Question One) . 

This far exceeds the findings of other studies concerning 

the working class (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Hearn, 1991; 

Jencks & Riesman, 1968; Shavit & Blossfield, 1993; Weis, 

1990) which indicate that few students from working class 

backgrounds enter higher education, particularly, to 

prestigious universities. 

The girls' future plans included marriage and children, 

and for many, traditionally female careers (Research 

Question One). This is consistent with the research on 
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working class high school girls by McDonough (1991), 

McRobbie (1978), Valli (1986), and Wolpe (1988). Educational 

and career decisions were almost always rooted from 

discussions with family members, often times years before 

entering Seton (Research Question Four). 

While the students' decisions may have been influenced 

by family discussions, the role that the school played in 

the enactment of those decisions was critical (Research 

Question Three). From the distribution of entrance exam 

information, to the guidance in filling out application 

forms and disseminating knowledge on college, school 

personnel were there, front and center, in performing these 

duties. The school had a system in place for keeping tabs on 

test scores, college acceptances and who applied. Taking 

college entrance exams almost appeared to be required. The 

college counselor and advisors systematically kept abreast 

of collegial matters. It was explicitly understood that the 

girls would attend college. Since the family did not have 

the cultural capital with which to provide the guidance, the 

school took over. 

That many did not aspire to attend schools that matched 

their capabilities or over-aspire is in keeping with the 

findings of Heath (1993) who found that students, in 

general, preferred to be "big fish in little ponds" 

(Research Question Two). Yet, the higher social classes are 
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the ones who occupy the seats at the elites, so they must 

enjoy those big ponds. The girls applied to "sure bets" 

instead of taking a chance at getting accepted to more 

selective institutions. This was more practical. First of 

all, the "better" schools cost more than less selective 

ones, and having working parents and being Caucasian often 

precluded them from funding opportunities (Rumberger, 1982). 

Secondly, applications cost both time and money and few 

girls had either. Most worked long hours every day and 

reported to me that essays took too long to write. Further, 

they were unaware of the rate of return of certain colleges. 

For example, a bachelor's degree from Harvard is more 

economically valuable than one from "State University." 

However, little evidence was found to support the contention 

that the school actually encouraged prestigious university 

attendance. The counseling area predominantly showcased, via 

their posters and brochures, schools of average selectivity 

and prestige or community colleges, and almost all of the 

institutions were found within 100 miles of the city. 

Further, the most frequently found institution advertised in 

the school newspaper was Suburban CC. 

The teachers faced hard decisions in this regard--it 

was not necessarily that they believed the girls were 

academically incapable. While many students could be 

accepted into the more elite institutions, some teachers 
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reported that the students just did not have the money, 

would not take out loans, and thus felt it would be a 

disservice to encourage it. The girls' working class values 

handed down from parent to daughter were deeply ingrained, 

and in many ways pragmatic, in the parents' view. It was 

impractical to be strapped with payments for a decade when 

the opportunity to acquire an education without loans was 

the alternative, despite the potential rate-of-return from 

graduating from prestigious institutions (Leslie & Brinkman, 

1988). Further, I wondered if the loans be worth it if the 

girls ultimately sought careers as wives and mothers? 

The students, then, were not actively encouraged to 

apply to elite schools, however well-meaning the intentions. 

They were not kept from applying, however. (For a full 

discussion of this, see Chapter 8.) 

Self-esteem issues also carne into play. Many students 

did not feel capable of attending better institutions or 

undertaking certain majors or careers, even when their 

grades and entrance scores proved the contrary (See 

conversations with Hanna in Chapter 8 for a succinct example 

of this). This attitude is not uncommon in females, 

particularly working class females (Richman et al., 1985). 

Teachers influenced the girls in many ways (Research 

Question Three). In some cases, those who encouraged and 

were positive with them impacted decisions about college, 



307 

major, or career. Those who were identified as ones who did 

not care were tacitly blacklisted by students. The students 

were disaffected by anything the blacklisted teacher said or 

did. Teachers were cited by students as the most positive 

aspect about the school, as reported in Chapter 7, and their 

dedication was evidenced not only by the long hours spent 

with the girls, but the low pay for which they were willing 

to work. The pay scale at Seton was a full 40% less ($17,500 

compared to $29,244) than what was found in a neighboring 

public suburban high school for a first year teacher. While 

many teachers did not view the value of college as economic, 

but rather intrinsic (I attribute this to their 

predominantly middle class backgrounds in which need was 

never a lived experience), they did actively encourage 

college attendance, as did the school itself with its 

academic curricular focus and pro-female messages. 

Like Wolpe (1988), I found that students were not 

passive in the classroom but actively participated in 

discussions and quite vocally shared their opinions. The 

all-female environment enhanced this atmosphere. As several 

students attested, they were much more comfortable to speak 

and, as Lana reported, in the coed class with CBS, none of 

the girls said anything. 

Unlike the research on working class high school 

students, who were found to exhibit oppositional behaviors 
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in the classroom (McRobbie, 1978; Valli, 1986; Willis, 

1977), or at least, adhere to the forms of schooling but not 

learning processes (Weis, 1990), students at Seton, 

particularly the upper levels, engaged in learning processes 

as well. I observed students working complex algebra 

problems on the board, discussing and studying for tests at 

lunch, participating in foreign language conversations. The 

school demanded, and the students delivered, academic rigor. 

While the curriculum was replete with a variety of 

academic courses and degrees of difficulty, the curricular 

levels were an increasing source of irritation for me. Some 

teachers seemed to give up on the lower level students by 

treating them condescendingly or insultingly. The girls 

responded with oppositional behaviors, such as talking back 

or refusing to listen or study, thwarting their chances for 

academic success, much like Willis' (1977) lads. Forms of 

schooling were still followed, but being placed in the 

lowest level spurned resentment and shame, and few girls 

aspired much beyond two-year colleges or beauty schools. As 

many of the girls reported, they were "treated like babies." 

While many teachers were not condescending and spoken of 

highly, the few that were enhanced feelings of inadequacy in 

the students in the lower levels and magnified their disdain 

for the levels system. 
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The structure of the school, the policies, rules, and 

uniforms were the subject of much complaining. At the same 

time, they were a source of pride for the girls. They spoke 

of how easy others had.it; yet, these were the same reasons 

they cited for why they were better than public schools. 

The all-female environment provided the girls with a 

vehicle with which to be themselves, unencumbered by teacher 

biases or the intimidations which often occur with males in 

the classroom (Sadker & Sadker, 1991). As Farrant (1991) 

attested, because of her own experiences in an all-female 

Catholic school, it never occurred to her that a woman could 

not do or be anything. These girls, too, told me they 

benefitted and enjoyed the all-female environment and would 

come to Seton again, if they had to make the choice over. 

Despite quantifiable evidence, pro and con, about the 

academic benefits, the spontaneity, energy, lack of reserve, 

and "ability" to be themselves overrode any lack of direct 

evidence that these schools are beneficial. Dale's (1974) 

contention that all-female schools hindered the development 

of socialization skills was in part an erroneous claim. 

Although boys were not there physically, they were there in 

pictures and conversations at lunch, in the halls, and 

during down times in class. In addition, they had ample 

opportunities outside of school to socialize. 
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The exclusively female environment (save for the 

exchange program and a few male teachers) freed the girls to 

succeed and achieve without male reproach and assume roles 

which did not interfere with their expected cultural 

position. That is, one in which the male was always better, 

smarter--or won. From our discussions, it was clear that 

males were considered "losers," as Penny said, if their 

"superiority" was not apparent, or from Edna's perspective, 

they assumed superior roles in the workforce and it was 

impossible to fight it. Their own cultural roots were 

strong, and despite the girls' bravado in conversations at 

school, and their academic and extracurricular achievements 

there, they ultimately desired traditionally subservient 

female roles for their future. 

Although one-third of the girls were from divorced 

families, they could not see that happening to them and it 

did not deter them from seeking a traditional family life, 

unlike the girls in Weis' (1990) study, who sought careers 

first. When asked about their future, family was most often 

chosen above career. Unfortunately, many will find 

themselves employed whether they seek that for their futures 

or not and few seemed serious about college as a vehicle 

with which to prepare themselves for employment. They 

planned on marrying "dream" men--doctors, lawyers, and CEOs

-and they need never work again. The odds, as earlier 
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reported, however, are stacked against many of them, as they 

stay close to home with boyfriends who will never finish 

high school. 

Theoretical Implications 

Unlike Weis (1990), who suggested that there is no more 

working class to be reproduced, I found that there were 

indeed. Few parents were out of work and in many cases, had 

more than one job. The girls did not forge new identities, 

because their parents worked and they had no reason to 

believe that this would change. They were molded and shaped 

by those who went before them, not conscious of the 

declining opportunity in terms of working class jobs or that 

their parents had to work harder for less to keep (often 

single) households afloat. The girls, themselves, working an 

average over 20 hours per week to hel~ support their 

families, "knew" their lives would be different once out of 

the fold. All this hard work would end. But they did not 

view college as the vehicle with which to end it. The same 

boys, overshadowed by school and work and marginalized in 

their lives now would become critical in their futures. The 

route to the middle class, then, was not by their own means, 

but by marriage. Unlike MacLeod's (1987) boys, who believed 

that their fate was etched out for them at birth and thus 

did not attempt to better themselves, these girls truly 

believed that it would only be a matter of time before life 
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would be transformed. Just as work defined the males (see 

Chapter 12), being wives and mothers defined the girls, 

despite the fact that the girls' collegial aspirations were 

higher than the boys. The girls would go to college, but 

their commitment to their families superceded all else. The" 

way the boys worked out their manhood was getting a job; for 

the girls, the link was taking care of the family. Both, 

then, worked out their identities within the same 

traditional working class rubric. 

As suggested earlier in this chapter and in others, the 

girls' behavior in school was never so extreme that it got 

them kicked out of school. They needed to exert their 

independence, however, and did so by wearing the wrong 

colored blouse, or leaving it untucked, or wearing spandex 

under their skirts. So, too, with their personal lives. They 

envisaged themselves solely within the framework of what was 

expected--that of the traditional working class female role. 

But within those roles they were not going to be passively 

demure or timid. They emphatically stated that they were not 

going to marry "some bum off the street," or someone that 

would "lay around on the couch all day." As Eva said, he was 

"not going to feed off me or expect me to play house." 

Positive male role models, unfortunately, were sorely absent 

from many of their lives. 
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Many of the girls at Seton who were qualified to attend 

elite institutions did not, due to finances or feelings that 

they did not "fit in," making way for an exclusive 

clientele, the privileged classes, to monopolize the most 

prestigious institutions. At the same time, almost all of 

the girls were headed for four-year institutions, not 

community colleges where most working class women funneled. 

Despite this fact, most of the girls would be working during 

their tenure in college, putting them at a distinct 

disadvantage from those who did not have to do so. They had 

less time to study and participate in social activities. 

Thus despite an increase in four-year college attendance, 

the playing field was still not level. They harbored no 

resentments, however, toward the upper classes because they 

had an economic advantage. Nor did they express racism as 

did MacLeod's (1987) boys because non-whites had greater 

access to educational funding. And interestingly, the 

athletes did not view scholarships as a way to make college 

a reality. Many either quit sports in their sophomore or 

junior years or did not render themselves capable enough to 

inquire about the possibilities. 

In sum, the all-female school in this study contributed 

to the thwarting of reproduction, but only to a point. Girls 

were going to college, but they had to start on a lower rung 

of the academic ladder and fight harder, with outside jobs 
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and personal responsibilities, to get to the top-

graduation. Moreover, few sought institutions which matched 

their abilities, if one takes ACT scores as a barometer of 

such measures. 

Recommendations For Future Research 

My research encompassed one month. Longitudinal study 

over a year or years with systematic classroom, teacher and 

student observations would present a clearer understanding 

of what happens in the classroom and how that compares with 

public school classrooms. 

The present study did not include activities outside of 

school. Research involving observations at home and work 

would provide a richer sense of the girls' identities 

through first hand accounts of their experiences. 

A follow-up of the girls interviewed to ascertain 

whether their plans aligned with reality will be an 

interesting follow-up to the present study. Part of my data 

collection included procuring home phone numbers, and it is 

my plan to follow the girls' activities longitudinally. 

My research of working class boys was only peripheral. 

Similar research on boys would provide a deeper 

understanding of their experiences and view of the world. 

It would also provide a richer understanding of the working 

class girls' experiences and perspectives. 
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How did Seton's academic focus compare with upper class 

St. Helen's? What were the teachers' and students' 

perspectives? Although I called the school to arrange 

interviews or distribute surveys I was refused. However, an 

in-depth study of upper class students and their school, and 

a comparison of my findings would be most interesting. 

The many subtleties about social reproduction should be 

explored. For example, contradictions exist among working 

class girls and their attitudes toward traditional female 

roles. They both perceive their role as unalterable and yet 

behave in nontraditional ways within those roles. Further, 

contradictions concerning issues of independence and social 

class exist. It is perceived that middle class college 

students are independent because they are on their own away 

at school. In fact, most are financially dependent on their 

parents. While working class college students (particularly 

females) are perceived as dependent because they often 

attend school close to horne, they are financially 

independent, while very much tied to the responsibilities of 

horne. To truly understand the working class culture, one 

must seek to understand the complexities of those housed 

within it. Without such thorough explorations the researcher 

should never even attempt to put pen to paper. 
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Researcher as Instrument 

It is a misconception that researchers 

unsympathetically enter a setting, "rape and pillage," and 

leave unaffected. They interfere (as unobtrusively as 

possible, but interfere, nonetheless) with the workings of a 

person's day, often for extended periods of time. They get 

to know people, learn about them, and write about them. 

Unlike in Frank Capra's "It's a Wonderful Life," the 

researcher cannot come and go as if she had never been there 

at all. For to effectively and accurately tell their stories 

the researcher must take a part of the observed with them 

when they leave. And, I contend, researchers doing 

fieldwork, who spend enough time in a setting to exchange 

private thoughts and experiences, change. I know that I did; 

I can replay in my mind many of the conversations the girls 

and I shared--about their struggles, their dreams, and the 

realities--and I ache for them. I. want to put away for life 

Peggy's dad who abused her. I want to procure funds for Eva 

so that she does not have to work three jobs again. And I 

want Collette to both try for a college scholarship and 

enjoy the rich experiences of being a college athlete. I 

want them to be informed about their choices and not learn 

"by the seat of their pants" as I did. I experienced many of 

the girls same struggles, but I had a mom who was home after 

school and a dad in the home. Many of these girls had moms 
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working all hours and often absent dads. They were left on 

their own to a far greater extent than any girl I had known 

at Seton. These girls had tough lives and I wanted to make 

them better. My purpose was to study the girls, but I also 

championed for their cause. For example, Laura asked me to 

share with the principal an incident I observed that 

negatively affected the girls. When I balked at the idea, 

she exclaimed, "It's your duty to tell her! You're a part of 

this school!" She was right, and I did. As convicted as I 

was to remain on the periphery regarding Seton before I 

walked through the doors, I could not assume that same 

posture once within its walls. Did I break all the rules 

that researchers are to guard against? Possibly. But I would 

not be able to live with myself had I not gotten involved. 

Since my experience, I have often wondered if we really know 

the complete stories behind ethnographers' experiences. Have 

they, too, gotten involved more deeply than what they write? 

Before I left, an administrator jokingly asked me if I 

really had to leave. I did, but it was difficult. I wanted 

to make sure that the girls followed through with plans, 

kept up with grades, and were financially and emotionally 

stable. That I opened myself up to these attachments cost me 

because it allowed me to feel pain. I cared about them. It 

was not easy to leave them. More importantly, I am not sure 

that they did not feel abandoned by me. Did I "rape and 
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pillage"? I left them on their own. I, in a sense, 

encouraged their dependence on me by being that person to 

whom they could share their most intimate thoughts and 

personal experiences and now I am gone. There is a cost to 

doing fieldwork, and I am discovering daily the emotional 

price one pays. 

Conclusion 

My month doing fieldwork heightened my awareness and 

deepened my respect for these working class girls. Higher 

education barriers were my initial concern. That these girls 

did not seek to better themselves as much as they sought to 

cleave, to protect, and take care of family "survivors" made 

college choice seem superfluous, however. They positioned 

family before dreams. They were giving, kind, independent, 

intelligent, lively, funny, and loved their families. To 

generalize about their choices in keeping with or in 

contradiction to the literature in a sense betrays the trust 

that they placed in me, minimizing the special uniqueness of 

each girl I encountered. To reduce them to one-dimensional 

generalizations would make me ashamed that I had ever 

entered their school and their lives at all. While I sought 

for them college--to the best institutions in the country--I 

could not help but be humbled by their choices, and so very 

proud of them at the same time. They worked, went to school, 

helped out at home, respected their parents, and many will 
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finish college, thanks to Seton. Their working class values

-that parents should raise their children, that decisions 

are based on family considerations, that they be financially 

independent and not tied to debtM·are values to be upheld. 

My last encounter with Seton girls ended, surprisingly, 

two nights before I was to fly back home. It was late in the 

evening when I decided I "needed" a candy bar, so I walked 

to the nearest available place to get one--Kent and Ben's, 

the local drug store. This was an all-purpose little store 

with items of all kinds--from little figurines and souvenirs 

and toys, to bags of rice and cans of tuna--all packed 

tightly on tall shelves in narrow aisles. The store front 

display housed walkers alongside toys alongside boxes of 

cereal fashioned into a pyramid. Since large grocery chains 

were several miles away, Kent and Ben's served a variety of 

needs for the people in the neighborhood. The same family 

owned this store since I was a child and lived across the 

street from my parents' home, so it was a comfortable place 

for me. As I approached the counter to pay for my candy, 

there stood two honor students from senior lunch, Nan and 

Leah, in front of me. I peered over their shoulders and 

said, "Well, it's good to see you don't have alcohol in that 

bag .... " "Oh, that was earlier!" Leah said when she saw 

me, and we laughed. They explained that they came to copy an 

exam that was last semester's in a particular class. "She 



320 

usually gave the same one each semester but last semester 

she changed it up a little bit and we got ahold of it." She 

showed me the exam. I chuckled, and now felt a part of this 

conspiratorial process, having been let in on their little 

secret. Had this been my 16-year-old I would not have been 

so cavalier. Strangely, antithetical to my beliefs both as a 

Christian and as a teacher, I was rooting for any edge they 

might acquire. 

"Now you know what we really do at this good Catholic 

school." Yes, more than you will ever know, Leah. 



CHAPTER 12 

THE BOYS NEXT DOOR . . . A POSTSCRIPT 

Introduction 
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Though my plan was to interview only working class high 

school girls, Catholic Boys School (CBS) was a parking lot 

away, and by the 4th week, I decided to explore that 

setting, as well. I constructed a short survey (Appendix D), 

called for and was granted an appointment on Monday with the 

principal. At 10:00 that morning I entered the building and 

immediately noticed the contrast between the neighboring 

schools. Instead of a pillared foyer, paintings, and several 

large administrative office, I found a stark white corridor 

with doors labeled "Attendance" and "General" on the right 

and "Guidance" on the left. The door on the right gave way 

to several feet of counter space, secretaries desks beyond 

that and what I soon found out was the principal's small 

office beyond that. Creating ambience was not the 

architectural purpose of the building. It was a "no 

nonsense" design--simple and unembellished, much as the 

school itself seemed to suggest. 

Mr. White, the principal, was amiable, approachable, 

and unpretentious. A graduate of CBS, he, like the Seton 

personnel, was dedicated to the education of his students. 

He spoke of his philosophy of education, the importance of 
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teaching styles and his respect for the "people next door." 

Unlike the requisite formality at Seton, replete with 

faculty meeting introductions, administrative meetings and 

exit interviews, with Mr. White there was no red tape. 

Although the seniors were out of school already they would 

be graduating Saturday. He said he would construct a cover 

letter and send the surveys out himself that afternoon. They 

would get them by Wednesday and bring them to commencement 

exercises that Saturday. (While I was scheduled to fly out 

that day, the timing was perfect.) Mr. White said he was 

interested in the truth about his school. He was concerned 

that my survey not be used as a promotional tool. He was 

intent on doing all he could to enhance the educational 

environment in which he was in charge. Mr. White was honest, 

direct, and much like his school, did not have an 

ostentatious air about him. 

Data Collection 

On graduation morning, I went to the boys' homerooms 

and either collected surveys or handed them out randomly to 

those who had forgotten them. Unfortunately, I did not have 

the foresight to bring more than the 20 extra surveys I did, 

because the majority did forget them. In all, the surveys 

represented 31% (39 students) of the senior class. 

The boys were friendly and fun: it did not take much 

cajoling for them to fill out the surveys again. 
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What are your names? . . . Okay, Vince and 

Jimmy, did you bring your surveys? 

Oh, gosh, it's in my other suit! (laughter) 

You don't have another suit. (laughter) 

I know. (laughter) 

Well, here. Do it again. 

Okay. 

Vince, where's yours? 

Oh, I left it on my dresser. 

Okay, big guy. Do it again. Here's a pencil. 

(laughter) 

Oh, okay. 

This kind of light-hearted bantering went on until the 

surveys were completed or collected. Surprisingly, despite 

the joking, they were serious when they began filling them 

out and took their time as they answered the questions. One 

boy said, "I forgot it, but I'll tell you now! I'm going to 

trade school!" He was proud of it and happy to share the 

information. When I asked him why he was going to trade 

school, he said he was going into refrigeration because he 

was going to be rich. He did not bother to take the ACT. 

The teachers, very much like at Seton, avoided or 

ignored me. I was a visitor in their schools, yet they acted 

as if I were invisible. The students in both schools, on the 

other hand, received me warmly, despite the disparity in our 
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ages. Did the teachers believe I was there to disparage 

them? Regardless of my attempts to strike up conversations, 

on the whole, I felt unwelcome. 

The next few sections of this chapter will include the 

d~ta from the surveys, and conclude with a summary of the· 

findings. 

Parents' Education 

Only two seniors had both parents who held 

baccalaureate degrees. Nine students (23%) had one parent 

who held such degrees, one of which was an MBA. In all, 28% 

of one or both boys' parents held baccalaureate degrees or 

higher. Two students reported that their parents had two

year degrees. However, two-thirds of the parents at CBS and 

over three-fourths of the parents at Seton did not have any 

post-high school education, a critical factor in higher 

education success, as has been demonstrated in this study. 

Parents' Occupation 

Eighty-one percent of the students reported that their 

mothers were in the work force, and all but six students' 

mothers (15%) were in unskilled or minimally trained 

positions, such as beauticians, secretaries, clerks, and 

machine operators. Those in professional positions were in 

traditionally female fields, which included registered 

nurses, librarians, teachers, caseworkers, and 

administrators. These findings were similar to those found 
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at Seton where 76% of the mothers worked--66% in unskilled 

or minimally trained positions. 

Three students (9%) reported that their fathers held 

professional positions, which included two teachers and one 

researcher. Seven students (20%) reported that their fathers 

were in a position which required some training, such as 

policemen, barbers, and butchers. 

A full 40% (14 students) reported that their fathers 

were in blue-collar positions. They were, for example, tool 

and die makers, carpenters, construction workers, and 

leadmen. An additional 23% (8 students) reported that their 

fathers were in low-level managerial positions, such as 

warehouse manager, and food store manager. Most students at 

both CBS and Seton (86%), then, had parents occupying low

prestige occupations. 

Boys' Employment 

Almost all of the boys held outside employment--92% (36 

boys). Their hours ranged from 15 to 50 hours per week. They 

worked, on average, 30.6 hours per week. The girls at Seton 

worked at almost the same high percentage (91%) and long 

hours (averaging 22 hours per week) . 

Boys' Educational Aspirations 

One student, with an ACT of 30, planned to attend a 

most competitive, most selective private Rl institution, and 

one student, also with an ACT of 30, planned to attend a 
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selective, highly competitive public R1 institution. Over 

one-third (38%, or 14 students) planned to attend 

institutions of average selectivity, and four students (10%) 

planned to attend less selective, less competitive four-year 

institutions. Almost half (44%, or 17 students) planned to 

attend two-year or trade schools. 

Fifty-one percent, then, planned to attend four year

institutions, 44 planned to attend two-year institutions, 

and only 5% (2 students) did not play to attend college 

(Figure 6). Ninety percent of the institutions were located 

within the city. Of the four-year institutions, only 5% were 

selective. Seton, then/had higher academic aspirations, with 

three-fourths headed to four-year institutions and the rest 

to two-year colleges, and like CBS, underaspired regarding 

institutional selectivity. 

Educational Influences 

Only one student (3%) reported that his high school 

influenced his decision, which was much less than was 

reported by the girls (14%). Yet both percentages, given the 

academic emphases of the schools, were very low. Five 

students (13%) reported that their parents influenced them, 

six (15%) reported a variety of influences, such as their 

low ACT score, finances, athletic, and academic 

scholarships. The student headed for the public highly 

competitive R1 institution chose it because of its ROTC 
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Figure 6. Boys' College Plans. 
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program. A full 69% (27 students) reported that they made 

decisions exclusive of outside influences. 

Future Expectations 

One-third of the boys expected to be rich while one

third of the girls expected to be married. (This latter 

finding is in keeping with the expectations of blue-collar 

females found in social class research.) Only 18% (7 

students) mentioned specific career plans while almost half 

(49%) made general speculations, such as "driving a 

towncar," "have a career," "be happy," etc. Similar findings 

about specificity of plans were found at Seton, another 

variable found to influence higher education persistence. 

Summary 

The boys almost worked full-time jobs while going to 

school, leaving little time for academic pursuits. They 

worked 10 hours more per week, on average, than did the 

girls. Almost two-thirds of their parents held high school 

diplomas or less, and only 9% of the fathers and 16% of the 

mothers were in occupations which required baccalaureate 

degrees or were considered prestigious occupations. Only one 

boy reported that his father was unemployed. Like the Seton 

girls' parents, these parents, too, worked very hard, and 

passed these values on to their sons. What they could not 

pass on was the necessary cultural or financial capital 

necessary for higher education success. (See Bourdieu, 1977 
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and Boudon, 1974, respectively, for a discussion on cultural 

and financial capital, as well as Chapter 2). Hout et a1. 

(1993) found that parental education and father's prestige 

increased the probability of higher education, particularly 

father's prestige. Most of these boys, then, had two strikes 

against them regarding higher education. 

Sixty percent of the sample had ACTs of 21 or higher 

(range = 14-30, mean = 21), yet, almost half of the sample 

were headed for trade schools or community colleges, almost 

twice as what the girls reported. Boys with ACTs in the 27-

30 range planned to go to schools of average selectivity. 

Like Seton, few boys over-aspired, not uncommon for working

class students (Crowley & Shapiro, 1982). They did aspire to 

be rich, however, which was an anomaly considering the 

reported research on the positive relationship between 

earnings and educational attainment (McDonough, 1991). 

Although few students claimed that their school was 

responsible for their decisions about their future, given 

their working class backgrounds, it is hard to believe this 

is entirely true, if one compared similar research on 

working class students in public high schools. The majority 

of students at CBS were going to four-year institutions, and 

only 10% were considered less selective. Students of both 

schools, then, highly aspired to attend college, albeit less 

selective for their reported ability. Yet, I cannot help but 
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wonder if it matters that single-sex high schools may yield 

greater aspirations if the real issue of the cost of an 

education which precludes working class higher education 

success. The issues are not simple. 

As I was about to leave that graduation morning, one 

boy stopped me and asked, "Are you the Ph.D. candidate?" I 

said I was. Looking down, he simply said quietly, "WOW• 

," as if it could never happen to him. I wanted to tell him, 

"Look, if a machinist's daughter can do it, so can you." But 

I did not. It was a helpless feeling to know that these boys 

really did not believe it could be them. Moreover, at what 

emotional and economical expense? Is it more harmful to 

encourage them to aspire to their capabilities or higher 

only to have their hopes dashed? A tool-and-die maker'S and 

pre-school aide's son, bright enough to get an ACT of 29, 

replied that he was going to a nonselective liberal arts 

college because of finances. He knew, as did MacLeod's 

(1990) boys, that it was his social class, not academic 

preparation or intelligence, which prevented him from 

attending the institution he desired. He opted for the 

"lowest common denominator" in submission, although he was 

accepted at two highly selective institutions. And so it 

becomes superfluous to me to estimate the extent of academic 

preparation one school-type has over another. These students 

must be the creme de la creme, not just excellent students, 
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in order to obtain the finances (i.e., scholarships) 

necessary for admittance and persistence. Further, as Karen 

(1990) has demonstrated with Harvard and theorized with 

other elite colleges, the children of alumni are advantaged 

in the admissions process because of the alumni's tremendous 

support of the said institutions. He found that class-based 

factors are among those involved in the admission process. 

Yet, if working class students are not encouraged, attended 

to, focused on, and educated by school personnel about the 

realities of the future without higher education, more 

selective institutions, and the viability of higher 

education to increase their chances that their lives will 

not replicate those of their parents, then the upper classes 

will continue to dominate the best schools and the best 

positions because of a roll of the dice--their family 

origin. And the cycle will continue. 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Background questions were asked for quantitative 

information and are not listed here. The questions below 

only served as a guide. Many other questions developed based 

on the various interviewee responses. 

Students 

Describe Seton--pros and cons. 

Describe your friends/the girls here/your family/ 

boyfriend/self. 

Why did you come to Seton? 

Describe your extracurricular activities if you are in any. 

If you could change anything about Seton, what would it be? 

Compare your life at Seton with life at (the public school 

they would have gone to). 

Describe your favorite teachers/least favorite teachers. 

What will you be doing in the fall? Why? How did you come to 

make that decision? 

What will your life be like in 10 years? 

Who/what are the major influences in your life? 

What is home like? 

What do you do for fun? 

What is happiness? 

Teachers 

What brought you to Seton? 

Did you have any expectations when you came here? 



Is there another position for you in the future? 

Describe the kinds of students here. 

What are the pros and cons of teaching here? 

What is a successful Seton girl? 

Is college important for the girls? Why/why not? 
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CRADUATION BEOUlREHEN'j'"i 

Students are responsible for fulfilling the following minimum 
requirements for graduation: 

American Hi~tory 
English 
Fine/Practical Arts 
Government 
Mathematics 

1.00 
4.00 
1.00 

Physical Education 
Science (one of which 

.50 
2.00 
1.00 

IlUSt be Biology) 
Social Science 
Thoology 
Electiyes 

TOTAL: 

STUPENT EVALUATION 

2.00 
.50 

4.00 
6,00 

22.00 

Report Carda are issued quarterly. The quarter grade. are considered 
progress grades; these do not appear on the final transcript of 
credits. The semester grades are considered final grades; they are 
used to determine grade point average and class ranking and they appear 
on the final official transcript of credits. 

Interpretation of the Groding System is as follows: 

A+ (99-100) 
A (95-98) Excellent 
A- (93-94) 

8+ (91-92) 
B (87-90) Above Average 
B- (85-86) 

These grades indicate that the student 
haG achieved, to an unusual degree, 
extensive mastery of material. 

The.e gradea -indicate that the .tudent 
h.. demonstrated above-average 
comprehension of aubject matter. 

C+ (83-84) The •• gradea indicate that the .tudent C 
(80-82) Average has acquired the basic material and 
C- (78-79) akills of the course. 

D+ (76-77) 
(72-75) Below Average 
D- (70-71) 

F (0-69) Fallure 

These grades indicate that the student D 
has met the minimum requirements 
necessary to pass the course. ' 

This grade indicates that the student bas 
fallen below the mlnimum standards and 
can receive no credit for the course. 

Students are evaluated on the basis of their success or failure to 
reach specified course objectives. Although the letter grade 
descriptions which traditionslly indicate the degree of thls succ ... 
(A-D) or fallure. (F) vary in interpretation frolll one d1ac1pline, 
system, or teacher to another, the following factors are typically 
considered by teachers when assessing a student's performance. 

1) Consistent and ti~ely completion of regular assignments 
2) Completion of extra projects 
3) Willing and active participation in clabsroom activities 
4) Comprehension of subject matter 
5) Regular attendance 
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Teachers will incluC;l plusea or minuses on quarterly and aamaatar 
grades whenever appropriate. Theae distinctions help to specify 
academic achievement but are not used in tha determination of CPA. 

The following special marks are also used upon occasion: 

I (Incomplete)"·This mark is given when, for a serious reaaon auch as 
prolonged illness, a student'S work is incomplete at 
the end of the marking period. She then has a stated 
length of time to make up the work before the mark 
becomes an automatic -F-. 

WP (Vithdrawal 
Passing) 

\IF (Vithdrawal 
Failing) 

This mark is given in any class dropped after 
the fourth week of the course, provided the student is 
passing. 

This mark is given in any class dropped after 
the fourth week of the course, when a student is 
faiUng. 

Inquiries about the accuracy of grades on re~rt cards should be made 
in writing to the assistant principal for academic affairs within 
thirty days of the end of the quarter. 

PROGRESS REPORTS 

Although it La our hope that students and their parents will have 
ongoing discussions about completion of homework aaaignments and 
performance on quizzes, ,teata, and major projecta, midway through each 
quarter teachera issue progresa reports to all atudents aa a means of 
informing thelll and their parents of the progreas they are making 1n 
achieving course objectives. 

I. Purpose 

A. To provide communication among teacher, student, and parent 
with regard to the student's achieving course objectives 

B. To provide cOlDIIIUDication among tellcher, advisor, and 
counselor so that they may work together to enhance student 
learning 

C. To clarify for the student, in some cases, reasons for her 
failure to meet course objectives, and to suggest strategies 
for increasing her understanding of course material 

D. To assist the teacher in recognizing those students who need 
additional assistance in their efforts to achieve course 
objectives and those'students who are ready for additional 
academic challenges 

II. Procedures 

A. During the four progress report weeks specified on the achool 
calendar, teachers will inform students of their grades in 
writing. They will also have conferences with those students 
who are not meeting course expectations. 

B. To avoid pr~blems with the postal service and to insure that 
progress reports arrive home promptly, students will be 
responsible for presenting their progress reports to their 
parents. 
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C. After diacusaing thair progreaa reporta with their parent a 
and obtaining parantal aignaturea, atudenta must raturn the 
aigned copies of progress reports to achool by the date 
specified ao that these may be kept on file. 

III. Guidelin .. 

A. Teachers are encouraged to confar with counselors in 
instances in which a student 1& not lIleeting course 
expectationi. 

B. Counselors wUl be available for student conferencea in the 
weeks following the distribution of progresa reports. 

C. Progreaa Report distribution dates are markad on the achool 
calendar. Under certain circUlUltances teachers l18y provida 
additional reports after theae datea. 

D. Inaamuch aa the purpose of Progress Reports 1& cOllllll1Dicat1on 
1IIII0ng teacher, atudent, parent, advisor, and counselor, 
parent. ara encouraged to contact their daughter's 
teacher(s). advisor. and/or counselor in inatances in which 
she is fail!ng to meet minimum courae requirements. 

E. OrdinarUy a teacher will not give a falling grade to a 
student unless prior to the end of the quarter the student 
and her parents are informed that thia is a distinct 
possibility. Teachers may convey this information to the 
student and her parents by way of a progress report form. a 
telephone call, and/or a conference. 

ACADEMIC REYIEJl 

In the event that a student has two or 1II0,e failing gradea for a given 
aemester, her future performance will be subject to a formal review. 
Hore apecifically. har academic progre.s vill be monitored cloaely by 
her edviaor, counselor, end the es.latant principal for acadealc 
affsirs. The following stepa will be uaed .. part of the review 
procedure: 

1) The student and her parents will receive written notification from 
the assistant principal for academic affairs that her academic 
performance during the coming semester will be scrutinized by the 
aforementioned individuals through s review of her progre.a reporta and 
quarterly report cards and/or through feedback frolll her teachers. 

2) Midway through the semester at a time mutually convenient to all 
parties concerned. the student and her parent/guardian should schedule 
a meeting vith her counselor to evaluate her performance in clas.e. and 
to determine strategies for improving her overall level of achievement 
in courses in which she is doing below average vork. 

3) If the student is stUl having difficulty earning satisfactory 
grades by the tlme the second progress report of the semester is 
issued. the auistant principal for acadlUllic affairs l18y require a 
conference vith the student and her parent/guardian. One po .. ible 
outcome of such a meeting could be to require the student to attend 
before or after school study sessions designed to provide her with an 
atmosphere conducive to completing homework and studying. 

4) Should a student fail multiple courses at the end of the seme.ter 
despite the sequence of interventions deac.ribed above, the assistant 
principal for academic affairs, in consultation with the student's 
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advisor, counselor, and classroom teachers, vill assess to what degree 
the atudont has made a genuine effort to master course content. After 
making this determination, the .. sistant principal for academic affairs 
vill inform the student and her parent/guardian of subsequent courses 
of sction the student, parent/guardian, and/or school might need to 
take to addre •• further the student's academic difficultie •• 

U:YELS OF DIFFICULTY 
The curriculum at High School consists of courses in four levels 
of difficulty. The faculty, assuming its professional responsibility, 
recommends levels of difficulty for each student, based upon past 
achievement, standerdized test scores, faculty advice, and student 
interest. Since interasts and talents of students vary subject to 
subject, recommendations for the lavel of difficulty are made by 
subject. Courses listed in the Curriculum Guide have bean classified 
in one of four levels. 

LEVEL IV HIGH HONORS Cours~. of this level offer a challenge to the 
ltudent with outstanding abilities in a particular area. 
They demand of the ltudent a high level of independent 
work. Courses are extensive in",cope and content a. well 
as in quality and quantity of material studied. Emphasis 
is placed upon concepts. abstract relationships. critical 
thinking, and creative thinking; lesl emphasis is placed 
upon drills, examples ,and descriptive materials. 
Assignments reflect the highest academic standards. 

U:ygL III ~ Course. of this level are dea1gned for students of 
above-average ability, and they demand 10llle independent 
work. They are extensive in scope and content as vell as 
in quality and quantity of material studied. Emphasis is 
placed upon concepts. abstract relationships. critical 
thinking. and creative thinking; less emphasis is placed 
upon drills. exalllples and descriptive materials. 
Assignments reflect high academic standards. 

u:ygt. II Rg<jULAR Cour.e. of thia level are for the student of 
aversge to above-average ability. Course. are taught in 
the traditional way. Courses include drills. examples, 
descriptive vork supplemented with audio-visual aids and 
library work. Homework and outside assignments are 
required. 

LEVEL I Mill Courses of this level are designed for students 
whose difficultie1 in basic areas require remediation. 
Students vor!t at a pace slower than that of a regular 
cla... a pace that is more suited to their individual 
abilities. Because courses are designed to be 
developmental in nature. emphasia is placed on attaining 
and refining fundamental skills that students vill need to 
manage the challenges of regular classes. To keop class 
sizes appropriately limited. students are enrolled in these 
courses by departmental placement and/or review. Homevork. 
outaide assignments, and soma forms of independent vork are 
required on a regular basis. 

NOTE: In making their course selections. students are expected to 
take cla.ses that vill provide them with ample challenges given 
their academic abilities. Though it would be unwise for 
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students to overwhelm themselves by taking too rigorous a 
schedule of classes, students must be equally wary of avoiding 
courses that are designed to help them stretch them-elves 
intellectually. ) 

- G a A D E POINT AVERAGE 

In computing grade point average (GPA) , clus rank, and honor roll 
standing, four honor point levels are used. This system attempts to 
equalize the merit of pursuing advanced or accelerated courses. 

l.ADLl Leyel II Leyd III Layal ~ 
Factor: .BO 1.00 1.30 1.40 

A 3.20 4.00 5.20 5.60 
B 2.40 3.00 3.90 4.20 
C 1.60 2.00 2.60 2.BO 
D O.BO 1.00 1.30 1.40 
F 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Grade point sverages are computed both for the sellester and 
cumulatively. Rank in class is based upon the cumulative average and 
on grades eamed at High School only. SUllllller school and/or 
transfer credita are not included. 

HONOR ROLL: In an effort to give public recognition to students 
showing superior accomplishment in studies, High School 
publishes an Honor Roll each quarter as vall as each s_ster. All 
honor roll students ara recognized vithi» the school by baving their 
names posted on the bulletin board outside the principal's office, and 
the names of those who receive first and second honors will b. r.l .... d 
to their el.m.ntary. schools, perishes, and local n.vapepers for 
publication. 

Honor Roll standing is b .. ed on the averas. that a student haa for .ach 
grading period. The student average for eacb grading period is 
computed by taking the number of honor points ehe receivee and dividing 
the total by the number of credits. 

Firat honora is conferred on a student who receives a Grade Point 
Average of 3.70 or above. Second honors is conferred on a student who 
receives a Grade Point Average between 3.69 and 3.25. 

COLLEG& R&OUJREH&NISj A college preparatory curriculum usually 
inclUdes the following ·solid academic· credits: 

4 credits in English, including composition and literature 
3 credits in Social Science 
3 credits in Science (with lab) 
3 credits in Mathematics 
2 - 4 credits in Foreign Language/Fine Arts (Art, Drama, Kusic) 

All students who plan to attend state universities ~ lIeet 
the above requirements for admission. 

In general, four-year colleges and universities expect a total of 12 to 
16 credits in the above areas; highly selective colleges and 
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universities require et least 16 soUd academic credits. Specialized 
or pre-professional programs may have soms specific requirements In 
mathematiCS and acience or additional ereaa. Some collegea and junior 
colleges simply require that candidatea for admlsaion have a high 
school diploma as vell as satisfactory achievement and citizenship 
records. In order to ensure a solid college preparatory curriculum, a 
student is encoursged to develop a four-year plan as early aa her 
freshman year. The Counseling Department and homeroom advisors serve 
aa resources to students when making their course selections. 

College admlsa10n poUcies also take into cona1deration class rank, 
scores on entrance tests (American College Teating Program-ACT, 
Schplastic Aptitude Teat - SAT, College Board Examinatlon·-Preliminary 
Scholastic Aptitude Teat/National Kerlt Scholarship Quallfying Test-
PSAT/NKSQT, and other tests), extra-curricular activities, and personal 
recollllendations. 

ACAPEHIC PISHONESIY Academic dishonesty may take such forms as 
copying another's homework, asking a fellow student for the questions 
thst appear on a test and/or the answers to ~em, copying froll sOlleone 
else's test paper, taking a copy of a test/assignment for one's own use 
or for others, using cheat sheets, sUbmitting.aqother's vork as one's 
own, and plagiarizing from publlshed and unpubl18hed sour.ces by not 
appropriately citing the words and ideas of others. In fact, in its 
broadest senae academic dishonesty refers to any instance in which a 
student receives some academic advantage through illicit means. 

Consequences for academic dishonesty may vary somewhat depending on tho 
particular pollcies of individual teachers, but typically these will 
include loss of the grade on the work submitted, parental notification, 
and possible disciplinary action. Koreover, teachers will report all 
cases of academic dishonesty to both assistant principals. 

PlIYSXCAL EDQCATIOR COURSES 

ATtENDANCE POLIex 

Physical Education classes sre a state requirement. Each student must 
have 1.00 credit for graduation. Each year a student receives .25 
credit for a P.E. class successfully completed. Attendance at each 
P.E. class i. important. .Ths policy for attendance is as follows: 

1. Every student muse be in her scheduled class unless officially 
excused by the assistant principsl for academic affairs. 

2. On-Campus P.E. classes (P.E. 1, P.E. 2, P.E. 3-4, Kodern Dance) 

a. Sophomore, junior and senior classes meet once a week; 
freshman class meetings ere twice a week. Therefore. there 
are nine classes per quarter for sophomores, juniors and 
seniors; there are eighteen classes per-quarter for freshmen. 

b. If there is any legitimate reason for absence from p, E. 
class, e student must present a written excuse to the 
essistant principal for academic affairs in order to receive 
permission ~o make up the class missed, 
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SURVEY TO SENIORS 

1. Did your molher graduate Cram college? __ _ 
If so, from where? -------------

2. Did your father graduate from collcge? __ _ 
If so, from where? _________ _ 

3. Mother's occupation: __________ _ 

Father's occupation: ------------

Mary Ann Winslow 
ph.D. Candidate 
University of Arizona 

4. Do you currently have a job? _---.,._ 
If yes, how many hours do you work per week? ___ _ 

5. What arc your plans for fall, and what or who influenced you 
to make that choice? (If your plans include college, please include 
the institution you will attend). _________________ _ 

6. please finish this sentence. In ten years I see myseU: 

7. My ACf score was: __ _ 
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