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CHAPTER 1

BACKGROUND

Introduction

The history of women's education has been one of
advancement and regression,

reflecting women's uneven

success at garnering an equal education.
been more or less

The

striving has

successful depending on the complexity

and impermeability of the barriers present and the
resilience of the women trying to overcome them at that
particular time

in history.

An early and obvious barrier to equal education for
women has been access.

However,

another subtle but

profound one has been the effect on women's academic
development of a system designed by men for men.
developmental needs are different than a man's
1986)

(Belenky,

and her biological timetable conflicts with the

academic timetable
men

A woman's

(Houle,

1988).

(front-ended education model)

(Hall,

socialization,
tradition,

Sandler,

1982) ,

gender role issues,

requisite subservience,

and school counselors

1986) .

1

the

"chilly

unenlightened
social and family
limiting stereotypes,

and particularly the non-supportive biases of
teachers,

suits

Other deterrents to women's academic

achievement have been gender-biased curricula,
classroom"

that

(Higgins,

family,

1994;

Belenky,

Few people realize that today's girls continue a
three-hundred-year-old struggle for full
participation in America's educational system.
(Sadker & Sadker, 1994)
These barriers

to educational equality were woven into the

fabric of American culture early on for a number of reasons
including economic and political expediency serving the
needs of a society dominated and controlled by men,

often

with the tacit assent of women.
Although the access barrier has been overcome to a
certain extent,

biases

still exist regarding women's

intellectual abilities and their role in society.
formal educational

timetable,

attending college

while

18

The

oriented toward males,

to 22 years of age,

then

continuing directly on for a Master's and Doctorate,
still accepted as the

"traditional"

of

is

educational path.

This

timetable overlaps precisely with women's prime child¬
bearing years.

This expected path results

students who conform of
not conform of

"traditional"

"non-traditional"

with such labeling.

in labels

for

and for those who do

with the biases that go

Research is just now revealing the

differences between men's and women's epistemological
(cognitive)

development and the

influence of the

psychosocial environment on this development
1982;

Belenky,

1986).

Until women's development

understood and accepted as being different
until the educational
their development,

(Gilligan,
is

from men's,

and

system supports rather than assaults

women's education will not be equal,

regardless of equal access.

2

Non-traditional students, and in particular older
female students, have become the fastest growing
segment on many campuses today, yet little is
known about why these women did not follow the
traditional path, what inspired them to return to
education or the exploration of how a college
education changes and benefits these women.
(Women's College Coalition, 1989, p. 3)
Underachievement

is one effect of the non-supportive

environment on women's academic progress.
is a lack of

However,

another

self-confidence even when the woman is

successful academically.

An example of this disparity

between performance and confidence that characterizes women
more than men is
220,757

seen in the results of a survey given to

first-time

first-year students at over 400

institutions across the country

(ACE,

Institutional Research Program,

1993).

of

female

Cooperative
In this

26%

students attending a private college reported an

average high school grade of A or A+,
the males reported likewise.

Yet,

while only 18.7% of

when asked to rate

themselves above average or in the top 10%
ability,

survey,

7%

fewer females

chose this category than males.

When asked to rate themselves above average
self-confidence,
category,

in academic

75% of males

in intellectual

felt that they were

while only 61% of the

females

in this

felt above average.

Women appear to have either a lack of self-esteem compared
to men or are much more realistic in their self-assessment.
It may be a combination of these two factors that
the disparity,
that there

though there is

strong evidence to suggest

is a precipitous drop in girls'

themselves at

the point of adolescence.

3

causes

sense of

Brown and Gilligan

report:

"This crisis

in women's development has been

variously attributed to biology or to culture,
psychological dimensions and its
only recently explored"

(Brown & Gilligan,

which our culture

their developmental years,
This effect
competence

important

1992,

p.

2).

"psychological

imposes on girls during

has during this critical period.

can be especially pronounced if the feeling of
is not

be told one

its

link to trauma have been

Brown and Gilligan explore the effect that
footbinding,"

but

fostered by the environment.

is competent and to have external

for any student or child,

developmental necessity for women

it

support

is

is a greater

(Belenky,

As a result of these historical
drop out of the educational

but

The need to

1986,

inequities,

p.

194).

many women

system before they have

achieved their academic potential and goals.
Tomorrow's women cannot afford to be cheated out
of their academic achievement and self-esteem.
Society is no longer gender-divided, with women
working at home and men in the salaried labor
force outside.
Schools that fail at fairness
deny boys a wide range of options and prepare
girls for poverty.
(Sadker & Sadker, 1992, p.
xi)
However,

the disabling caused by the mismatch of

environment and developmental needs
permanent.

At a later time

internal and external

in life,

factors

is not always
when the

intersect of

is conducive to education,

resilient woman may decide to continue her quest
intellectual development.
overcome,

Yet

for

there remain obstacles

namely the reliance of colleges on

measures of academic potential.
4

a

to

"traditional

"

Often the damage done to a woman's development and
self-esteem shows up on her secondary school record and is
interpreted by colleges as a strong indicator that
not academically capable.

from thousands

these women are going to have a hard time

convincing a college,

especially a selective one which may

give her the greatest opportunities,
her.

is

Because colleges rely heavily on

quantitative data to make their selections
of applications,

she

to take a chance on

In addition to looking at high school grade point

average and rank in class,

1,500

colleges

States use the Scholastic Assessment Test
selection process

(Crouse

& Trusheim,

in the mid-west use the ACT exam

in the United
for their

1988).

(Crouse

Many colleges

& Trusheim,

More than 1.1 million students took the SAT test

1988).

in 1993

and it will be used as a primary admission criterion to
predict

their success

Board itself
"supplement

in college even though

stated in 1978
the

intended to

secondary school record and other relevant

information about
college work"

that the SAT is

the College

the student

(Young,

in assessing competence for

1994).

Women on average do not do as well on the SATs as men
do,
of

particularly on the math SAT.
889

(combined scores)

Women score an average

and men 932

Women in Higher Education,

(the Monthly Forum on

January 1996).

designed to predict college grades,
women's performance across all

but

subject

The SATs were

they underpredict
areas.

According to

David Leonard of the University of California at Berkeley,

5

as reported by the Monthly Forum on Women in Higher
Education,

"If the problem were corrected,

and his coauthor,

Liming Liang,

contends Leonard

250 more women would be

accepted each year at prestigious UC-Berkeley"

(October,

1995) .
Warren Willingham urged colleges to carefully assess
the potential
qualities

role of

indicators of several personal

in college admissions.

nine colleges,

he pointed to several possible personal

characteristics,
competencies,

In his detailed study of

such as special talents and developed

noteworthy achievements and accomplishments,

individual experiences and background,
and character and commitment,
in college
broadly,

if

that

and if

which could predict

success

success were to be defined more

systematic measures could be developed.

Yet he warned of the
academic

interests and goals,

inherent threat to traditional

standards of overemphasizing such measures,

observed that

systematic measures were

develop and implement.
quality measures

Thus,

and

indeed difficult to

the introduction of personal

in the admissions process

concern about balancing the goal of

is

fraught with

increasing access

for a

increasingly diverse

set of consumers while maintaining

traditional academic

standards and

1982,

p.

"fairness"

(Willingham,

12) .

Willingham was

studying traditional age students

applying to selective colleges.

Although he advocates

broadening admission criteria to include personal

6

qualities,

the

students

in his study had a narrower range

of high school performance criteria,

in that

select when applying to selective colleges,
range of time to display success
non-traditional

students.

they self¬
and a narrower

in non-academic areas than

Therefore,

personal qualities

only add a small degree of predictive ability to the
traditional admission criteria for his
characteristics

students.

These

should be more predictive when evaluating

older students who have had the time to prove that
capable and intelligent achievers in spite of,
addition to,

their high school records.

and use of non-traditional

they are

or in

The development

indicators of academic potential

are crucial to eroding the access barrier to equal
education for women who have been developmentally but
temporarily side-tracked by the educational
and societal values

in general.

The

system,

fastest growing

segment on campuses today is women returning,
the

"Women's

according to

College Coalition's Expanding Options:

Profile of Older Graduates of Women's Colleges"
a result of this

survey,

A

(1989).

As

they profile the average graduate

as being a first-generation college graduate,
to college

family,

who returned

in her mid-30s and who previously earned less

than one year of credit.

This

is a profile of the average

woman returning to a women's college.
women returning,
the women are

the age range varies

from all

However,
from 20

among all

to

socioeconomic backgrounds.

these women had dropped out of the educational

7

60,

and

Many of

system

because their academic development was

impaired by the

mismatch of the psychosocial environment and their
developmental needs,

and now they find the

internal and external

intersection of

factors conducive to continuing their

education.

Overview of This Study
Given that

traditional

indicators do not give accurate

information regarding the academic potential of women
returning to college,
characteristics of
were successful?

what

indicators do?

What are the

the women who returned to college and
What

factors affected their development

in their early educational years?

What motivated them to

change their lives and return to education?
investigate these questions

In order to

I will be studying a group of

women who were

successful when they returned to college,

looking at

indicators of academic success and trends

the

their pasts,

particularly those associated with their

psychosocial and epistemological
The group of women that
accepted by Smith College
program,

(cognitive)

selection process.

development.

I will be studying were

into the Ada Comstock Scholars

which does not use traditional

academically,

in

indicators

in its

These women were not only successful

they had a higher mean GPA and greater number

receiving honors than the traditional students.
looking a their past

I will be

academic records and comparing them to

a group of traditional

students'

8

past records and then

comparing both groups'
the

outcomes.

I will also be

looking at

indicators used by Smith to select these women,

the three essays that are part of the application:
autobiography,

description of achievements

namely
an

in life,

and

essay on why the applicant would like to go to Smith
College.
trends

These essays will be studied to find common

in the women's pasts,

the reasons why they were

deterred from the traditional educational path,
possible

and

indicators of academic success.

One of

the trends that

autobiographies

appear in the Adas'

is a description of a turning point,

occurring either abruptly or over a period of time,
appears to be a transitional point

in their development,

resulting in a decision to return to school.
the women referred to this transition as an
will be exploring the developmental
phenomenon,

Several of
"epiphany."

significance of

I

this

including its relationship to the

characteristics of resilience and psychosocial
In order to do these analyses
the

which

following three questions:

(1)

I will be

influences.

focusing on

Could one have

predicted from the high school profiles that these women
could and would become such high achievers?
the psychosocial

factors that

(2)

What are

interfere with a woman's

epistemological development and prevent her from achieving
in high school when she

is capable of doing so?

(3)

What

factors contribute to a woman's resilience and motivation
to change her life and return to education?

9

History of Ada Comstock Scholars Program
Before reporting on my search of the
describing in quantitative terms,
terms,

the women in this study,

describe the program which was

literature

and

and then qualitative

I would first

like to

founded in the centennial

year of Smith College to give these women the opportunity
to realize their academic potential.
The

1960s and 1970s was a time when both the women's

and affirmative action movements were accelerating.
Women's expectations and desire
increasing as a result.

It

for education were also

is not

surprising,

then,

than

an increasing number of women inquired about returning to
Smith College to finish their Bachelor's degrees.

Many

had previously attended Smith and dropped out to pursue a
career or to marry,
other colleges.

but

several had initially attended

These women were

which would take them seriously,
and challenge them academically.

in search of a college
treat them with dignity,
The continuing education

programs available at this time did not offer this type of
programming to older students.
offered less
students.

Instead,

most colleges

serious or systematic education to older

That

is to say,

older students were not

mainstreamed with the traditional age students;
they were offered less rigorous courses,
or no degree at all

rather,

inferior degrees,

in continuing education programs.

Women applying to Smith were
then the spoon-feeding,

looking for something more

limited,

10

and often demeaning

approaches

to continuing education then available.

women wanted a rigorous

first-class

These

liberal education which

would stretch their intellectual abilities to their fullest
capacities.
The

first program created to accommodate the needs of

older women returning to Smith was the
Program"

established in 1968.

This program allowed women

returning to study part-time.
presumably
fashion,

'mature'

did not

"Mature Women's

However,

"women who were

like being singled out

and the younger undergraduates did not

implication that
Therefore,

they were not mature"

for 1974-75,

like the

(Rothman,

1982).

the program was called the

"Continuing Education Degree Program."

This name was to

last only a year.

As Eleanor Rothman,

Comstock Scholar's

Program from early in its

said,

in that

"'continuing education'

Director of the Ada
inception,

is an umbrella term which

does not adequately describe what we are doing at

Smith,

and which implies many things that we are not doing."
A subcommittee of
was

the Committee on Educational Policy

formed to study the role of continuing education at

Smith and its meaning and use and at other institutions as
well.

This

subcommittee worked with the Alumnae

Association's Subcommittee on Education in this process.
In December of
Faculty.
term

1974,

In it,

they submitted a proposal to the

they described how they felt about the

"continuing education"

and its

implications:

For a number of reasons, we find the term
'continuing education' unsatisfactory.
In
11

addition to its broad and ill-defined scope,
there adheres to it the implication of a
subordinate or peripheral extension program.
This is precisely the assumption we reject.
Programs that bring to Smith classrooms a broad
range of ages and experiences will benefit the
entire College community.
Many 'continuing education' programs at other
schools even the so-called 'Institutes' and
'Centers,' exist in an educational limbo,
detached from the mainstream of college life.
Rather than construct another token program of
this type, thereby paying lip-service to the
ideal of women's education while betraying it in
practice, we propose that Smith design instead
something integral to the College:
namely, a
situation in which qualified women of all ages
would be welcome.
We view this commitment as
imperative for the College's development in its
second century.
(Committee on Education Policy,
1974)
From my research in the archives at Smith,
that the group of

it

is clear

faculty and planners who conceived the

program considered carefully the

implicit assumptions upon

which the program was to be based.

They were also careful

to describe and promote the program with a tone that was
consistent with the desire to provide
options

important educational

for older women who decide to obtain a quality

liberal arts

education.

Smith's centennial year,
to make a more

1975,

was an appropriate time

specific commitment to educating women,

women of all ages,

now

extending Sophia Smith's wish that women

have available to them an education equal to men's.

The

Committee on Educational Policy looked closely at Sophia
Smith's description in her will of the type and quality of
education she wished to make available to women and why she
felt

it was

important

for women to have this opportunity.
12

The

following

are

the

excerpts

from Sophia

Smith's

will

to

which they referred:
I hereby make the following provisions for the
establishment and maintenance of an Institution
for the higher education of young women, with the
design to furnish for my own sex means and
facilities for education equal to those which are
afforded now in our colleges to young men.
It is my opinion that by the higher and more
thorough Christian education of women, what are
called their 'wrongs' will be redressed, their
wages adjusted, their weight of influence in
reforming the evils of society will be greatly
increased, as teachers, as writers, as mothers,
as members of society, their power for good will
be incalculably enlarged.
(Committee on
Educational Policy, Proposal, 1974)
According
immediate
the

to

charge

the

committee,

for the

college

although Sophia

Smith's

in her will

was

"...

she

had enough

higher education of young women

foresight

to

suggest

could include

"...

develop or demand
progress
Policy,

of

the

race

of

difficulty

the

the

1974).

founder,

in order to,

in Sophia

with the means

Proposal,

of

,"

studies

needs

as

of

women

coming times may

(Committee on Educational

Thus,
the

embraced and encouraged by

Committee

in the

Smith's

usefulness,

from them"

.

educational

in establishing that
older women

.

education of women and the

..."

inclusion of

withheld

the

such other

for

Proposal,

the will

that

.

for

the

found

times

College's
words,

did

indeed demand

current

"...

happiness,

(Committee

little

mission,

furnish women

and honor now

on Educational

Policy,

1974) .

In January of
faculty with the

1975,

the program was

approved by the

name Ada Comstock Scholars

13

Program.

Like

Sophia Smith,

Ada Comstock was a women who was deeply

concerned with the quality and availability of educational
opportunities of women.
and returned in 1912
11 years.
1923

She graduated from Smith in 1897

as a Professor of English and Dean for

She was then invited to Radcliffe College

in

to become Dean and eventually President of the

College.

Less

than two years after her death in 1973,

Smith College appropriately named the new program,

a

program which would expand the opportunity of a first-class
education to women of
Comstock Scholars

all ages,

Program.

after her:

The Committee had the strong

support of the President of Smith,
Dean Alice Dickinson.
Mendenhall

in 1975 as

College and,
Program.

likewise,

the Ada

Thomas Mendenhall,

and

Jill Ker Conway followed President
the first woman President of Smith
gave strong support to the new

With the careful

stewardship provided by

President Conway and the Director of The Ada Comstock
Scholars Program,

Eleanor Rothman,

the Program flourished.

It remains a successful program today.

I

am a graduate of

that program.
In the original program legislation,

five categories

of students were defined as eligible for the Ada Comstock
Program:
1.

Women whose education has been interrupted for
two or more years and who wish to initiate or
complete the A.B. degree.
The Program is open to
qualified women who left college before taking
their degrees, as well as to women who have not
previously entered college.
Credentials are
examined on an individual basis and applicants
may be accepted as full-time or part-time
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candidates for the A.B. or, in cases of
uncertainty, as non-matriculating students
initial semester.

in the

2.

Those who wish to ease the transition to graduate
study (either related to current A.M. an Ph.D.
programs offered at Smith or to post-graduate
work at a university or professional school).
Such graduate experience may also serve as an
introduction to work and career training
elsewhere.

3.

College graduates who, for a wide variety of
reasons, wish to return for further course work.

4.

Scholars who wish to participate in a special
year or semester fellowship program to be
established for a limited number of persons who
desire to use Smith's distinctive resources
(e.g., the Sophia Smith Collection, the Museum,
the Botanical Gardens, the Campus School) for
research, training, or curriculum design (not
necessarily involving course work).
Each such
individual will be sponsored by a faculty member
with related interests who will make the
necessary contacts in the College.
These
scholars will be expected to contribute to the
life of the College through periodic colloquia,
given either in conjunction with a specific
department or through the Faculty Committee on
Educational Policy.

5.

Individuals who wish to participate in off-campus
seminars established by the College under the
auspices of Smith Alumnae Clubs.
(Committee on
Educational Policy, Proposal, 1974).

While these categories covered several options
women,

only the

first one,

for women who wished to continue

their bachelor's degrees,

endured,

changes

The program now requires

in the criteria.

woman have previous college credit,
years old or a veteran,
spouse.

Therefore,

and with some minor

that she be at

that a
least

24

and have dependents other than a

a women 22 years old with a child would

apply to the Ada program rather than go through the
traditional

for

student admission process.
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Ada Comstock Scholars entering as undergraduates were
to be mainstreamed.

The only difference between the Ada

Comstock Scholars and the traditional undergraduates was
that

the traditional

students are required to finish their

degrees

in eight

take as

long as needed.

same classes,

semesters.

Ada Comstock Scholars could

Ada Comstock Scholars attended the

had the same degree requirements,

and met the

same standards as any other degree candidate.
The acceptance process was established as

follows:

A

subcommittee of the Board of Admission reviews the Ada
Comstock Scholars'

applications and decides which

candidates appear capable of
However,

women are first

succeeding at Smith College.

interviewed and screened by the

Director of the Ada Comstock Scholars Program,
Rothman,

Eleanor

before they are given an application.

Therefore,

the traditional method of determining admission rate does
not apply to this Program.
transcript
through the

Rothman first

reviews the

from the previous college experience and,
interview,

and ability to be
become

Mrs.

determines the woman's motivation

successful at Smith.

Mrs.

Rothman has

skilled at determining which women have the

motivation and ability to handle multiple responsibilities
and to be successful

in this highly competitive and

rigorous academic environment.
responsibilities

Many of the Adas have other

in addition to being a student,

children and jobs.

such as

A careful assessment has to be made as

to the degree of their motivation.
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The women have to be

able to endure an intense schedule and,
financial
and,

quite often,

stress associated with being students,

often,

the bread-winners

the

mothers,

for their families.

If the applicant passes the

interview stage,

invited to fill out an application.

she is

Each applicant to the

Ada Comstock Scholars Program writes an evaluative
autobiographical essay.

This

includes what

doing since high school,

why,

and how she feels about her

experiences to date.

she has been

A second essay asks the Ada to

discuss her achievements

in life.

The third essay asks why

she wants to attend Smith College.

According to Eleanor

Rothman:
This is not intended to be an easy assignment:
the way the candidate approaches the problem and
her writing style are really more important than
the content of the essay.
No degree credit is
given for life experience or for CLEP exams,
although what a woman has done during the time in
which she has been out of school is clearly one
important component in enabling the Board of
Admission to evaluate her application.
(Smith
Alumnae Quarterly, 1982)
The applicant

to the Ada Comstock Scholars Program also

submits high school performance data.
is optional,

however.

Submission of SAT's

High school performance data are

overlooked if they are poor and recent college GPA and the
essays contradict them.

Because

Scholars are transfer students

90% of Ada Comstock

(they began their college

education at either Smith or another institution and
dropped out),
averages

they do submit recent college grade point

(GPAs).
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It
of

90%

is

important

(traditional

to note that Adas have a graduate rate
students

86%)

and receive academic

honors at nearly twice the rate of traditional
In summary,

it

is

students.

important to emphasize that the Ada

Comstock Scholars Program was created in response to the
desire of

increasing numbers of women to return to college

to finish their degrees.

Women who entered this program

had considered their options and made the decision to
return to college.

Thus,

they were motivated to study in a

rigorous academic environment where they would be taken
seriously as

scholars,

challenged intellectually,

could earn a highly respected degree.
any,

opportunities

this description at

that time,

although,

Perkins Program at Mount Holyoke,

But
It

if

fit

since that time,

a

such as the Francis

modeled after Smith's

and programs at Bryn Mawr,

Wellesley,

and Barnard.

they differ in their admissions criteria and support.
is disturbing to note that

opportunities
it

There were few,

for non-traditional students that

few other programs were established,

program,

and

that were

the expansion of

such as this program and the few others
formulated in the

of this expansion.

1970s,

like

were the sum and end

The 1990s have brought concern over

financing expensive programs

such as

these,

and also

concerns about nationwide rankings of colleges based on SAT
scores of entering students
excluded.

in which no students are to be

The subcommittee of the Committee on Educational

Policy felt that Smith College was an appropriate
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institution for expanding the educational opportunities
women,

as

it was Sophia Smith's charge

in her will to meet

the changing needs of women's education over time.
demand for a program such as this was

for

The

so pressing that no

recruitment was necessary at the time.

Women from across

the United States and from other countries were so excited
about this opportunity and motivated to the extent
they were willing to sacrifice financially,
responsibilities,
environment,

and study in a rigorous,

that

handle multiple
competitive

in order to prove themselves academically and

acquire an excellent education and a respected degree.
The distinctiveness of this program,
other continuing education programs,

compared with

must be kept

in order to understand the thrust of my research.

in mind
This

study tries to learn from a group of women who have made a
significant decision to return to a rigorous educational
program on their own terms,

a program that neither coaxed

nor urged them to return on someone else's terms.

I hope

to understand and generalize from this group specific
aspects of the process by which older women arrive
independently at decisions to fulfill their educational
needs.
To establish the context
Comstock Scholars,

in the next chapter I will review the

pertinent research I
research questions,

for my study of the Ada

found to help me answer my three
namely:

(1)

Could one have predicted

from the high school profiles that these women could and
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would be come
psychosocial

such high achievers?
factors that

epistemological

(2)

What are the

interfere with a woman's

(cognitive)

development ant prevent her

from achieving in high school when she is capable of doing
so?

(3)

What

factors contribute to a woman's resilience

and motivation to change her life and return to education?
I will review literature on women's educational
general,

as well as more specific aspects of women's

education and development.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
As noted in Chapter 1,

I will be drawing on literature

concerned with women's education,
education,

women's continuing

women's motivation to return to education,

women's development,
resilience,

and

including transitional periods,

and non-traditional admission criteria.

following are descriptions of the works that

I have

The
found

to be relevant to my research.

History and Current

Status of Women's Education

Although reference works which are dedicated
specifically to the discussion of the history of women's
education are not numerous,

there are several excellent

books and studies that address the history of women's
education and the
One of the most

status of women's education currently.

important references on the current

of women's education in this country is
Climate:

A Chilly One

for Women?"

Sandler and Roberta Hall;
Classroom Climate:
Women"

(1996).

"The Classroom

(1982),

by Bernice

and their follow-up,

A Guide to

state

"The Chilly

Improve the Education of

These reports discuss the profoundly

detrimental effects that the classroom environment can have
on female

students,

pedagogical

styles

such as the chilling effects of
(teachers

favoring male students),
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curricula which favor male role models,

and the

relationships between the male and female students
classroom.

These reports were published by the National

Association for Women in Education.

The American

Association of University Women published a report
Schools Shortchange Girls"

in 1992.

Schools Cheat Girls,

in 1994.

"How

Myra and David Sadker

published their research in Failing at Fairness:

publications

in the

All of these

How Our

important

conclude that girls do not receive an equal

education in school due to the many cultural biases
remaining in society and still
communicated by teachers,
styles,

ix)

subtly or directly

books,

curriculum,

and interaction among students.

report that
and that

these

still

pedagogical

Sadker and Sadker

"inequities chip away at

self-esteem"

(p.

"for every girl who succeeds too many fail or

live down to expectations or settle

for second best"

(p.

xi) .
As Jill Conway and Susan Bourque state

in their book,

The Politics of Women's Education:

Perspectives

Africa,

"Girls'

and Latin American

(1995),

from Asia,

access to

education has not eliminated the misogynist bias

found

within Western culture and reflected in educational
that borrow heavily from the West"

(p.

3).

systems

Although Conway

and Bourque's book focuses mainly on the state of women's
education in third world countries,
last chapter

"Rethinking the

the introduction and

Impact of Women's Education,"
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written by Conway,

discuss women's education and its effect

of the quality of women's

lives

in general.

Helen Lefkowitz Horowitz has written a fascinating
book on the histories of the Seven Sister Colleges,
Alma Mater:

Design and Experience in the Women's Colleges

from Their Nineteenth-Century Beginnings to the
(1984).

called

1930s

In her book she explores not only the cultural

histories of the colleges,
education implicit
landscape of

but also philosophies of women's

in the architecture of the buildings and

the grounds.

Her interdisciplinary study

analyzes the histories of the institutions

from several

perspectives

including:

social

environment,

the

the

institutions'

institutions'

their buildings and landscapes,

organizational

schemes,

their curricula,

and the

manner by which the women themselves affected their
institutions.

She reports:

I have tried to understand not only the initial
meanings ascribed by college founders but also
the ways that those who dealt with the rules,
lived in the buildings and taught the courses
transformed these meanings.
Contemporary
questions about gender, as well as the contextual
concerns of cultural history, informed my study.
(Horowitz, 1984, p. 354)
She noted that even the proponents of equal education for
women,

the founders of the Seven Sisters,

had concerns

about how an equivalent environment would effect women.
How did the creators of these colleges conceive
of the communities of women that they called into
being?
These educational pioneers boldly offered
women the liberal arts, previously denied to the
sex.
They courageously claimed male preserve for
women; but having broken with conservative
beliefs about women's minds, they frequently gave
23

in to their fears about the effects of the higher
learning on women's character and future
prospects.
While founders could not alter the
curriculum, which was, by definition, that of the
male liberal arts college, they attempted to
shape the communal life of the women's colleges
and created distinctive buildings and landscapes
to give that life form. (Horowitz, 1984, p.
xviii)
A book by Judith Touchton provides an excellent
resource of

statistics on women's education,

important element

in the

series of books published by the

American Council on Education
Education,

1991).

serving as an

(Fact Book on Women in Higher

Her work includes data on women's

participation in education,

enrollments

graduation rates among other vital

in programs and

information.

The History of Continuing Education and
Women's Participation
As with women's education in general,

the

literature

on women's participation in continuing education is

scant.

Women are mentioned in histories of adult education
primarily in discussions about worker's education and as
comfortable middle class with only frivolous educational
needs.

The

literature reveals philosophical differences

among educators and within society on the purpose of adult
education for the

lower class.

Those in the middle class

providing the education considered the purpose to be to
improve their appreciation of
working class believed it
up in economic
an account of

status.

life as

it was,

while the

should be to allow them to move

Carter and Smith

the American workers'
24

(1934)

in giving

education sympathize

with their desire to improve their economic
Kornbluh and Frederickson

(1984)

status.

describe attempts at

workers'

education for women from 1914

movement

that

to 1984

and the

enabled women to elevate themselves above the

horrible working conditions to which they were subjected.
An important

source on the subject of

female workers'

education is Education that Changes Lives,
Bryn Mawr College,
Industry,

1933.

Summer School

published by

for Women Workers

In addition to the book,

in

a video was

produced of a recent reunion of these women which is a very
moving depiction of

the effect that this educational

experience had on the

lives of the female participants all

of whom had previously been factory workers
Summer"

Filmmakers'

Library,

Ely and Chappell

(1938)

("Women of

1921-1938).
studied the attempts by

women's associations to provide education to their members.
And as mentioned above,

as part of the women's movement,

great efforts were made to improve the

lot of women working

in industry.
Another aspect of women's participation in continuing
education that
was

special

received a lot of attention by researchers

services

for women who had already made the

decision to return to college.
in the

This area became a concern

1970s and has continued into the

these concerns

are

important

1990s.

Although

for women returning,

they are

not directly relevant to my research which deals with
women's

lives before and up to the point of their return to

25

college.
Astin's

The

important works

(1976)

book.

Some Action of Her Own:

Woman and Higher Edtfcatiqn;
Women by Linda Lewis
Mendelsohn

in this area are:

(1986);

Helen

The Adult

Addressing the Heeds of Return
Happier by Degrees,

by Pam

(1980).

One of the prolific writers and philosophers of
continuing education,

Cyril Houle,

literature on women's

special needs

"the subject
awaits

summarizes the
in education this way,

remains only an often-discussed topic that

substantial book-length analysis"

One of the most valuable resources

(Houle,

1992).

I have found on

continuing education is his annotated bibliography of adult
education,

The Literature of Adult Education,

Bibliographic Essay
Inquiring Mind

(1984).

(1988),

Houle has also written The

and Patterns of Learning:

Perspectives on Life-Span Education
refer later in this

A

(1984)

New

to which I will

study.

Motivational Factors

for Women Returning to Education

Research on the demographics of adults returning to
education are numerous.

It

is known that the better-

educated and the better-off economically are more likely to
pursue more education.
participate than men
as Houle concludes

Women are also more likely to

(Aslanian & Bickell,

in his book,

"We know who participate

The

1980) .

Inquiring Mind

in continuing education,

not know what they think about what they do,
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However,
(1961),
but we do

or why they do

it."

I have not

found any sources since

1961 that answer

these questions.
Research on motivation for returning to education has
focused primarily on external reasons,
researchers note that the

internal

but many of the

factors are crucial to

understanding the complete process and should be
What

I

am most

(developmental)
and external
Pat
including

interested in are the
factors and the

internal

intersect of the

internal

influences.

Cross has done several studies on adult
"Adult Learners:

Interests,"

Characteristics,

in Lifelong Learning in America

interviewing adults who do not
breaks

studied.

initiate

learners,

Needs,
(1979) .

learning,

their reasons down into three categories:

Situational,

such as

of transportation,

After

she
(1)

lack of time due to home or job,

geographical

Dispositional,

isolation,

lack

lack of child

care,

etc.;

about

learning and perceptions of oneself as a learner;

(3)

(2)

and

Institutional barriers,

of classes,

full-time

restrictive

locations.

fees

which includes attitudes

such as

inconvenient

for part-time study,

Cross

and

schedule
and

feels that more reliable data

are needed on barriers to determine which reasons are truly
impediments and which are excuses.

She concludes that what

is needed are studies on the motivational

factors

influencing adults to learn.
Houle also proposes
adults to be

five external reasons that

life-long learners:
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family background,

lead

teachers and schools,

public libraries,

exchange of

These positive relationships with

family,

friends.

occupation,

and the

school and friends apparently increase the

likelihood of an adult's continual
This does not address,

however,

interest

in learning.

the motivation behind those

returning to education who did not experience such a
supportive background.
Houle's analysis of adult motivation to learn
Inquiring Mind.

1961)

divided learners

(The

into three classes:

the goal-oriented who learn to accomplish objectives/

the

activity-oriented who learn to develop social contacts and
relationships;

and the

learning-oriented who learn for the

pleasure of acquiring knowledge.
for one of the above reasons,
requirements
interest,

such as

the will

In order to be motivated

Houle says that

there are

"the recognition of a need or

to do something about

opportunity to do so."

it,

and the

Although the opportunity to learn

may be brought on by an external event
children leaving home,

he

feels that

such as divorce or

it

is

"the

internal

process which makes the event when it occurs crucial
changing the pattern of

in

life."

A study by Gillian Pascall and Roger Cox

(1993)

of the

University of Nottingham also addresses the reasons why
women return to education.

They interviewed 43

older women

in England in regard to their reasons

for leaving

education,

including barriers

faced,

their decisions to return,

opportunities,

and goals.
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Among the reasons they

cited for leaving education initially were,
academic support,
would marry,
home.

lack of

expectations of schools that

females

and a small minority experienced crises at

And marriage or potential partners had a great

effect on their plans.
again eight years
education,

These women were re-interviewed

later and asked about the

including change

impact of their

in careers and change

in self

-

assessment.

Adult Development and Transitions
One of the
was Passages:
Gail Sheehy,
transitions
events"
events

first popular books on adult development

Predictable Crises of Adult Life
in which Sheehy discusses about

caused by external events,

that

signify change

such as childbirth,

divorce,

etc.).

life

(1976)

"marker
(external

However,

is not always a marker event to signal change.
following quote Sheehy

by

life stages,

and the

in a person's

(1976)

there

In the

concurs with Houle's emphasis

on internal motivation:
A developmental stage, however, is not defined in
terms of marker events; it is defined by changes
that begin within.
The underlying impulse toward
change will be there regardless of whether or not
it is manifested in or accentuated by a marker
event. . . . The inner realm is where the crucial
shifts in bedrock begin to throw a person off
balance, signaling the necessity to change and
move on to a new footing in the next stage of
development.
(pp. 29-30)
The most

important

research on women's development,

as

it relates to my study,

was performed by Belenky,

Clinchy,

Goldberger,

A Women's Wav of Knowing:

The

and Tarule,
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Development of Self,

Voice,

and Mind

(1986).

This analysis

of the epistemological development of women is particularly
relevant

to my research as

it deals with the psychosocial

influences on development,

the effects of the educational

system specifically,

and in some cases,

experience transitions.
developmental

This

how women

is a valuable study of

factors affecting women and one of the most

important resources

I have

found for analyzing the

internal

motivation for returning to education.
In another important

study,

Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol

Gilligan discuss the developmental crises which occur early
in women's

lives,

the Crossroads

at adolescence.

(1992),

Their book,

Meeting at

illustrates the critical role that

the cultural environment plays at a crucial and vulnerable
stage

in a woman's development.

the point at which girls'

The

"crossroads"

self-esteem plummets,

growing steadily in pre-adolescent years.
research was both relative and formative
interpretation of the

refers to

after

Thus,

this

in guiding my

life stories of the Ada cohort.

Other research on life stages and adult development
discuss external
related,

trigger mechanisms and how they are age

such as Transformations:

Adult Life

(1978)

by Roger Gould.

Growth and Change
While others

the characteristics necessary for a successful
Counseling Adults
Theory

(1984)

in Transition:

in

focus on
transition.

Linking Practice with

by Nancy Schlossberg and Alan Knox's book,
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Adult Development and Learning

(1977),

discuss the

adaptation necessary to adjust to life stage changes.
A summary of what
education and the

is known about why adults return to

life transitions or triggers which result

in the return to education,
Brickell
Reasons

(1980) ,

Americans

is written by Aslanian and
in Transition.

for Adult Learning.

Life Changes as

In addition to the synthesis

of studies on transitions by other authors,
Brickell

interviewed 2,000

their decisions to return.

adults

(men and women)

about

They concluded that most adults

return to education after a significant
as a change

Aslanian and

life change,

in career or family circumstance.

such

In their

summary of the studies on life stages and transitions they
conclude:
While the authors disagree about their relative
importance, they recognize the existence of
biological and psychological events that are
internal to the adult as well as social and
economic events that are external.
These
specific life events, whether internal or
external, often signal the beginning or end of a
life stage, although significant events occur
within as well as between stages.
Most authors
see the events as having a precipitating rather
than a causative effect.
(p. 27)
In other words,

while external

a necessary antecedent
sufficient

life changes

to returning to education,

for precipitating the event.

The

If

the external

in career,

divorce,

change

it

it

is not

internal

motivation has to be there as well.
change,

seem to be

is there,

opportunity or necessity to return to education.

then

affords the
But often

*

the desire to return has been latent for years.
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It

is the

internal motivation to return to college which is not
understood,

and as Houle said,

these

internal

factors need

be to studied.
Phyllis Blaukopf presented a paper at the National
Adult Education Conference

in 1981 on

"The

Impact of Life

Change Events on Women's Decisions to Return to College."
Her study focused on the frequency and intensity of
change events

life-

in the two-year period preceding reentry and

their effect on reentry.

The

77 women included in the

study were participating in an adult education program in
Quebec.

Blaukopf concluded that there was a series of

events over time,
perception,

significant enough to change their self-

which precipitated return to education.

three major life-change events that

seemed to lead to

reflection and introspection were death,
change

in residence"

(p.

7).

"The

separation and

In regard to why these women

had not obtained their education previously:
Previous societal expectations and
socialization did not lead these women to have
career-oriented goals but rather they were
imprinted with the message that girls didn't
really need a higher education because major
objectives in life for women were to get married,
have children and raise them, and remain within
that role definition throughout their lives.
However, in light of rapidly advancing social and
technological changes, coupled with a longer life
span, these women were now confronted with 25-35
years of being without the maternal role.
(p. 8)
In The Modern American College:

Responding to the New

Realities of Diverse Students and a Changing Society
by Arthur W.

Chickering and Associates,

life-cycle development.

Professors
32

the focus

from several

(1981)

is on

disciplines examine several developmental
differing perspectives
moral,

including views on:

and ego development,

competence,
styles.

factors and offer

acquisition of

cognitive,
interpersonal

and the need to recognize individual

This

learning

series of analyses demands that we appreciate

the substantial power of the developmental approach to
learning both within and across the various academic
disciplines.

The needs of different groups of students are

also discussed.
variety student
importance of

The views on student development of a
service administrators confirm the
the developmental model

individual and group needs.

In his

Arthur Chickering states that

in addressing both

introductory chapter,

"the overarching purpose of

our colleges and universities should be to encourage and
enable
cycle

intentional developmental change throughout the
(1981,

believes that
college age,

p.

xvii).

In regard to life-cycle learning he

if people can develop at a traditional
they can develop at

In the chapter on

30 or 50 years of age.

"Women's Education Needs,"

Bernard discusses the conflicts of women's
education,

career,

marriage,

Jessie

life cycles,

and children.

studies on the timing of marriage,
careers.

life

children,

She reviews
education and

Bernard raises the question of whether a woman

should adjust her life to fit

traditional college

requirements or whether colleges
accommodate the different

should change to

life circumstances of women.

reviews theories of women's

life stage development over
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She

time.

These

life stages are centered around,

almost entirely of,

marriage and children.

that Safilios-Rothschild,
women's development,

and consist

Bernard notes

in regard to the studies on

concluded:

They highlight the "counter-development" bred in
women by their sex-role socialization.
Women
have been socialized to remain in the conformist
stage of character development, conscious
preoccupation, and cognitive style, and in the
dependent stage of interpersonal style.
(1981,
p. 260)
Bernard also recognizes the work of Erikson in regard to
women's

identity development

in terms of women's own

dependency patterns:
True, he [Erikson] permitted a young woman a
"moratorium" in college to develop her
intellectual interest, to explore the 'outerspace of the male world' during the hiatus
between dependency on family and on husband, but
the return to dependency after marriage was not
challenged.
(p. 261)

Resilience
My literature search on resilience had not really
begun yet when I

came across an extremely valuable and

relevant work on the
(1994)

subject.

Carol O'Connor Higgins'

dissertation research on adults who had successfully

recovered from traumatic childhoods resulted in her book,
Resilient Adults.

This profound work describes the

internal common characteristics of this group of resilient
adults,

and the external

and negative.
children

influences on them,

both positive

Characteristics her group had in common as

(although not all characteristics were
34

found in

all of the resilient)
IQ s;

were:

exceptional talents,

inner resources

such as

above average to superior
including creativity and other

imagination;

reflectivity;

ability

to seek refuge and to find positive role models and
relationships

in books or other forms of art;

and the

ability to cling to a tiny ray of hope.
The

subjects

criteria of

in her group would not have met the

successful resilient adults at an earlier stage

of their development.

She points out that,

Resilience, like growth itself, is a
developmental phenomenon propelled by vision and
stamina.
It evolves over time. . . . They
cultivated progress, toiling hard with rake and
hoe.
Their health blossomed over time.
(p. 319)
Because her research was done
point of view,
external

from the developmental

and because she takes both internal and

factors

into consideration,

these findings can be

instructive when analyzing the development and resilience
of women who drop out of the educational
at a later time

system,

but return

in life.

Nan-Traditional. Admission Criteria
In 1982,

Warren Willingham,

Hunter Breland,

and the

College Entrance Examination Board published the results of
a study of the admission practices of nine selective
colleges.
criteria,

This

study included an analysis of admission

both traditional and non-traditional.

Willingham

and Breland were trying to determine how much weight nonacademic qualities were given at these colleges.
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What they

found was

that

biographical

accomplishments,

were

traditional

criteria.

significant

number of

They found that

talent

music,

of

this

Role

of

Personal

Willingham
are

of

study,

success

see

rank,

these

serious

returning

study is

it
to

who

is

college

school

exhibited by the

supplemental

all

these

qualities

measured by

increased.

records

of

the

selective
and SAT

and high
to

It

in that

academic

students,

records.

important

themselves.

Although many of

the

Willingham's

study had personal
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to

older women

traditional
colleges

aged

The personal

students merely

In contrast,

already

records

qualities may,

indicators
traditional

skills

age

had

and beyond the

and other personal
be

it presents

non-traditional

scores.

traditional

information above

achievement

many older

qualities

qualities variable

interesting

in that

applied to

highly adequate

(1985),

scores

not particularly applicable

high

personal

ability

The

percent.

excellent

added

SAT

examination and consideration of

qualities,

students

in College:

This was

ability of

or

second

these personal

institutions.

how much the predictive

Although this
a

In the

and Academic Ability

then adding the personal

increased by 25

non-

community service,

Success

how predictive

determining the predictive
school

of

every college had a

and writing.

published as

at

at

athletics,

drama,

Qualities

looks

type

students who had non-academic

leadership,

part

including personal

"the most promising"

achievements:
in art,

data,

of
for

in and of
students

in

and achievements,

people

returning

develop

in

their personal

and abilities
students,
richer

later

or

lack

life

have

strengths
thereof.

of

an environment

time

and exhibit
Therefore,

certain non-academic

source

had more

their talents

for older

achievements

can provide

history from which to predict

that

requires

to

such qualities

success

a
in

in order to

thrive.
In
of

light

of

the paucity of

non-traditional

literature

criteria

for women,

on the

we may

addressing other groups who

oppressed or

are

educational

careers.

literature

regarding Black

I

subject

learn

from

similarly

systematically denied traditional

successful

access

literature

paths

to

discovered certain

students'

attempts

to White-male-dominated educational

to gain

systems

to be

instructive.
Traditional
measure

the potential

and Brooks
students
Sedlacek

(1976)

(1984,
The

confidence;
and deals
(5)

(6)

(2)

of

are

Black

found these

are:

grades,
(1)

long-range

retention,

Positive

Realistic
(4)

eight
they

of

to

Sedlacek
Blacks

Tracey and
variables

to

found to be

and graduation

self-concept

self-appraisal;

(3)

for

or
Understands

Demonstrated community service;

goals

Availability of

students.

students.

non-cognitive variables
of

insufficient

characteristics

successful

1987)

with racism;

Prefers

needs;

studied the

1985,

valid predictors
students

criteria

success

necessary to be

be valid.

Black

admission

to

short-term or

strong
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support

immediate

person;

(7)

Successful
acquired
It
two

leadership experience;

in a
is

individual
in the

a negative

important

school

(p.

and

impact

do not
486).

on Blacks.

of

this.

always
The

students who

scores,

are

and this

are

is

surprising that

categories

important

must

fight

Sedlacek also
knowledge
problems

that

we

Blacks

information?

He

campus

students
an uphill

have

the

of

battle

suggest

on available

literature,

that

and campuses

to

access

increase

can be

less

Because

why,

with the
about

current

status

while

specific

actions,

of women's

on the

education
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based

taken by researchers

for Black

literature

the

campuses used this

students

to

Summary
summary,

it

succeed.

college.

In

able

self¬

success,

acquired over the years

on to

that

in these

to

have not

is

of

lower test

for academic
admitted

Black

use

community as

question,

on campus,

goes

of

self-esteem.

precursor

asks

have

regardless

students'

is

ability of
result

are

and high

not valid predictors

admitted,

esteem
not

an

the

the

other negative

seen by the whole

affects

and procedures which

Admission criteria

reflect

of

Institutional

Standardized exams

admission measures which are
the

racism consists

institutional.

form of policies

example

grades

students

Knowledge

field.

racism exists

an

(8)

necessary to understand that

types:

have

and

is

history and

surprisingly

limited,

there are a few excellent sources of

on the history of women's colleges,
the classroom environment

information

the current

for women,

status of

the current

women s education in third-world countries,

status of

and current

facts and statistics on women's participation in education.
These

sources were

my research,
evolution,

important in setting the background for

and contributing to the

formulation,

and focus of my research questions.

There are numerous volumes on the history of
continuing education,

although specific reference to

women's participation is sparse.
these histories
education.

The central discussion in

is around the philosophy of continuing

The philosophical differences among educators

and society about the purpose of educating adults
fascinating and disturbing.

It

is both

is disturbing because these

issues have not yet been resolved and continuing education
is yet

to be taken seriously by educators and society.

Social and economic class
discussions.
particular,

issues are central to these

In regard to women's continuing education in
the book on the summer school experience at

Bryn Mawr for female factory workers

is most reflective of

the conflicting attitudes of society during the early part
of this century.

The video of the reunion of the women who

participated in the summer school at Bryn Mawr,
later,

is a poignant

many years

look at the effect that this

school had on their lives.
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summer

A large

segment of the

literature on women returning

to education focuses on who is returning,

why,

and what

their needs are when they arrive on campus.

The

women return"

factors of

motivation.

most often focuses on external
It

"'why'

is concluded by several of the authors who

study motivation to return,
on internal motivators,

that research needs to be done

including the intersect of the

internal triggers and development.
Belenky,

et al. ,

demonstrated the stages of woman's

epistemological development,

how they differ from a man's,

and how epistemological development
school

is affected by our

system and societal attitudes toward women.

model of development was the most helpful

This

in the

interpretation of my research on women returning.
Particularly relevant to my findings were three points:
(1)

Some women experience a sudden awareness or turning

point

in their development;

developmental

(2)

moving from one

stage to another is not age-related;

and

(3)

women need confirmation of competence before they develop.
Brown and Gilligan's research on the adolescent transition
in women's

lives,

affecting their self-esteem,

extremely relevant to the

interpretation of the

stories of the women in my study.

was also
life

The other literature on

women's development centers primarily around life-stage or
life-cycle development,

and limits women's stages to just a

few based on marriage and children.
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The part

that resilience plays

education and return later on,
research needs
that Higgins
process,

as

to be done

for women who leave

is not clear.

in this area.

Further

However,

the fact

finds that resilience is a developmental
is epistemological growth,

and that resilient

people exhibit many of the same characteristics of the
returning women in my study,
possible connection.

stimulates interest

in the

Higgins also demonstrates the

importance of the existence of both the necessary internal
and external
was

factors

in the development of resilience,

as

found in Belenky's epistemological study.
The literature on non-traditional,

non-cognitive

admission criteria is very relevant to continuing education
issues.

Although Willingham's study did not prove those

personal qualities as
academic success,
rank in class,

significant predictors of college

without also using high school SATs and

he did find that they added 25 percent

predictability.

Sedlacek demonstrated that standardized

exams and high school grades are not valid predictors of
Black students ability and found non-cognitive
characteristics that
is whether or not

are valid.

The question for my study

there are non-traditional admission

criteria that are valid for women returning to college.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

This

study attempts to answer the following three

questions:

(1)

Could one have predicted from the high

school profiles that these women could and would become
such high achievers?

(2)

What psychosocial

factors

interfere with a woman's epistemological development and
prevent her from achieving in high school when she is
capable of doing so?

(3)

What

factors contribute to a

woman's motivation to change her life and return to
education?
Three data sets are utilized to answer these
questions.

First,

I use the available data on high school

performance to determine the degree of academic success
high school.

Second,

in

the rich source of qualitative data

in the Smith College application essays helped me to
determine the factors

influencing academic ability and

epistemological development during high school and later in
life when the decision to return to education takes place.
The third set of data included Smith College academic
outcomes,

cumulative grade point averages,

indicators of academic success at Smith.
answer my research questions,

which provided
In order to

I needed to examine the

interaction and relationships between these data sets.
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The number of cases available for investigation was
limited by a number of practical
Therefore,

I

considerations.

could not devise a design by which sheer

quantitative measures alone would likely produce sufficient
evidence and reliable results
significant conclusions

from which to draw the

I desired.

Indeed,

I was not yet

willing to relegate the exploration of potential
and intangible linkages between motivation,

factors

development and

achievement to only those data which could be quantified.
I believed that much of value could be obtained by the
using techniques of qualitative analysis,
complement the quantitative,
questions more fully.

But,

in part,

to

in order to answer my research
it was also clear that my

exploration required the technique of qualitative analysis
in and of

itself,

in order to glean as much as possible

from the case data available to me.
This

study,

therefore,

the quantitative analysis,
analysis,

was done
and

(2)

in two phases:

(1)

the qualitative

each of which will be explained separately.

The

quantitative analysis will address the first of the study's
three main questions,

"Could one have predicted from the

high school profiles that these women could and would
become such high academic achievers?"

This part of the

analysis will also address the validity of traditional
admission criteria for assessing success in college
older students.

for

The qualitative section will provide

information to answer the second and third study questions,
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"What are the external psychosocial

factors that

interfere

with a woman s epistemological development and prevent her
from achieving in high school when she
so?"

and

is capable of doing

"What motivated these woman to return to

education?"
To begin the

study,

I needed a sample of Ada Comstock

Scholars and a sample of traditional
number,

to which to compare them.

initial

study in 1986,

classes of

1984

traditional
computer,

students,

Because

(82

students).

in

I began the

the sample selected was

and 1985

equal

from the Ada

Eighty-two

students were then randomly selected by the

also from the classes of

1984

and 1985.

The

Director of the Ada Comstock Scholars Program granted me
permission to read the admission folders of the Adas and to
obtain the data necessary for this study.

The

folders were

to be read in the Ada office and not to be taken elsewhere.
Smith College GPAs were obtained from hard copy transcripts
in the registrar's office.
obtained from registrar's
copy transcripts.

Traditional student data were
files via computer and from hard

The admission folders of the traditional

student cohort were not available for study.
At the time that
outcomes data for this
calculate GPAs.

I was collecting Smith College
study,

Smith's policy was to not

This was to discourage students

from

focusing too extensively on achieving grades rather than on
obtaining an excellent
that

liberal arts education.

it was necessary for me to calculate,
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This meant

by hand,

cumulative GPAs
use of

for each student

laptop or,

technology.
calculations,

in my study,

for that matter,

without the

personal computer

The time required to perform these
and to read each Ada admission application,

and to record all relevant high school performance data and
relevant qualitative data from the three essays written by
each student,
office,

all while

explains,

in the Ada Comstock Scholars

in part,

why the sample is not

larger.

Quantitative Analysis
The quantitative analysis consists of two parts,
descriptive section,

which highlights and illustrates the

Ada cohort's characteristics,
section,

a

followed by an analytical

which compares the Ada statistics

records and Smith outcomes)

(high school

with those of the traditional

students.

Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive data of the Ada Comstock cohort was
collected from the Admission folders and from the office of
the Director of the Ada Comstock Scholar's Program.
data for type of high school,
status,

number of children,

semester,

majors,

age at entrance,

college grant,

grant,

marital

marital

courses per

and Ada Comstock high school GPA were

collected and displayed in table form.
entrance,

The

status,

For age at

number of children,

and courses per semester,
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statistics

college

for all Adas

enrolled during the time period that the Ada cohort for
this

study was enrolled,

were used.

Data were available

for all Adas attending during that time period,

but not

specifically for the study cohort.

Analysis of High School Records and Smith Outcomes
The quantitative data from the Adas'
and traditional
school rank,

students'

computerized files

grade point average

Aptitude Test
and SAT scores

(SAT)

admission folders

scores

(GPA),

for Adas,

for the traditional

included high

and Scholastic

and high school rank

students.

High school

GPA was not available for the traditional students.
GPAs,

calculated by hand and rechecked,

Smith

were included for

both cohorts and recent college GPAs were gathered for Adas
from the Admission folders.
The

first part of the analysis consisted of

descriptive

statistics on the high school data.

standard deviations,

and ranges were calculated for Ada

high school GPAs and Ada and traditional
school ranks and SAT scores.
SAT,

high school rank,

traditional

The means,

student high

T-tests were performed on the

and Smith GPA,

comparing the Ada and

student means to determine if they were

significantly different.

Correlation tests were run for

both cohorts to find the significance of the relationship
between high school variables and Smith outcomes

(GPA).

This was done to determine the degree of association
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between high school GPA and Smith outcome
and Smith GPA,

(GPA),

SAT scores

and high school rank and Smith GPA.

Regression analysis was used to determine the
predictive power of the high school variables on Smith GPA.
For the Ada cohort,
SAT,

math SAT,

the traditional
verbal SAT,
analyses,

the

independent variables were:

high school GPA,
students,

math SAT,

the

verbal

and high school rank.

For

independent variables were:

and high school rank.

For both

Smith GPA was the dependent variable.

Qualitative Analysis
In addition to the quantitative data,
admission folders contained three essays:
autobiography,

(2)

and

applicant's achievements

(3)

in life.

These essays reveal
developmental and

non-academic achievements,

home and in school,

a brief

a discussion of the

information on the Adas'

academic paths,

(1)

an essay on why the applicant wanted to

go to Smith College,

valuable

each Ada

environments at

academic and intellectual motivation,

and why they had decided to return to education.
The
essays

first

step in this analysis was to read the three

in each of the

82 Adas admission folders

graduating classes of 1984

and 1985.

phenomenological approach as
reading of the essays,

I

Using a

I progressed through the

looked for themes and common story

threads that became apparent.
categories were

for the

Eventually,

four thematic

identified and coded related to:
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motivation to go to college
circumstances,
or none) ;

no);

epiphany

I

preempted by

academic support
(sudden,

academic achievement
others).

(yes,

(school,

over time,

(achievements,

family,

none) ;

both,

and non-

survival/caring for

had begun the readings with a sense of certain

themes which I

expected that

I might encounter based on my

preliminary research on the topic at that time,

which was

largely influenced by the works of Warren Willingham.

But,

because there was opportunity for only one reading of the
essays,

and without a prior knowledge of what proved to be

the extensive depth of material
it was
I

in the essays,

important to form my categories as

found as

I

felt that

I read.

I progressed through the essays,

However,

that the

initial tentative categories devised from my early reading
on this topic proved useful,
the Adas'

especially for characterizing

high school experiences.

allowed me to capture

These categories

many of the essential

factors with

which my particular research was concerned.

It

interesting to note,

that the major

however,

in retrospect,

is

significant exception to this generalization had to do with
the concept of epiphany,
women's

a theme which bubbled up from the

stories early in my readings.

This surprising

finding will be discussed later in this study.
themes surfaced in this
esteem,

resilience

search as well,

in the

such as

Other
self¬

face of family difficulties,

self-reflection and writing ability,
also be addressed.
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each of which will

My study discusses each of these themes in depth and
quotes portions of the essays to illustrate how these
themes interact with one another.

In one case I perform

an analysis of variance to determine the degree to which
self-reported and unsolicited reports of academic support
were related to high school GPAs and SATs.
part,

however,

For the most

this section is highly narrative and only

descriptive statistics are relied upon in order to convey
the intricate,

yet powerful,

interplay of the discovered

themes on the lives of the Adas.

Summary
In order to answer questions regarding the validity of
high school performance indicators as predictors of college
success in the Ada Comstock Scholar cohort,

the nature of

psychosocial influences on epistemological development for
this group,

and the sources of motivation leading Adas to

return to college,

it was necessary to obtain a variety of

data and to use both quantitative and qualitative methods
of analyses.

Data were gathered from the admission folders

of the Ada Comstock Scholars,

registrar's computer files,

and hard copy transcripts from the registrar's office.
Because of practical constraints such as the quantity of
hand calculations necessary and the amount of in-depth
analysis of individual folders,

the cohort size of this

study is of necessity relatively small and,

therefore,

limiting to the power to confirm effects as far as certain
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statistical analyses are concerned.

The statistical

analyses are done with this caveat expressed.
Nevertheless,

the choice of method of inquiry,

qualitative and quantitative,
design,
study,

that of both

has provided a flexible

well-tailored to the expressed purpose of the
given practical considerations.
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CHAPTER 4

QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS

Introduction
This
available

study attempts to analyze the

information

in the admission folders and registrar's

find answers

to the

following questions:

(1)

files to

Could one

have predicted from the high school profiles that these
women could and would become such high achievers?
are the psychosocial

factors that

(2)

What

interfere with a woman's

epistemological development and prevent her from achieving
in high school when she

is capable of doing so?

(3)

What

factors contribute to a woman's resilience and motivation
to change her life and return to education?
will

This chapter

focus on the first question of whether or not a high

school academic profile can predict
in this

success

for the women

study.

Included in the admission folders
Scholars are

for the Ada Comstock

information from high school,

recent college

transcripts and the admission application.
includes

three essays:

achievements

in life,

Smith College.

The

an autobiography,
and reasons

The application
a description of

for wanting to attend

information provided in the essays

is

by definition subject to the biases of any self-reported
data.

Admissions officers must rely upon the data,

however,

to evaluate a student's potential.

to use this

I have chosen

same data in this study to attempt to ascertain
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personal qualities that may have been in evidence to the
admissions officer at time of admission.
of

Thus the validity

self-claims made about achievements,

taken at

face value,

for example,

are

and are subject to no greater degree

of verification than available to a typical admission
officer.

If certain reported life events and other

personal experiences can be shown to be

indicators of

potential

for success

for these students

in particular,

then this

study can help admission officers

in the

future

form better evaluations of a prospect's potential.

Background Statistics

for Entering Ada Cohort

Before analyzing the high school records and Smith
College outcomes,

I would like

first to profile this group

of women as they were when they entered Smith.

Some of the

data in this chapter show the descriptive statistics of
age,

marital

status,

number of children,

private or public high schools.
not available

Because certain data were

in the admission folders

children and marital

status)

and attendance at

(namely,

number of

the missing statistics were

taken from the Ada Comstock Scholars Director's reports
containing aggregate data on the entire group of Adas
attendance at the time the cohorts of Adas
were enrolled as
The Adas

in

in this study

seniors.

in the study cohort consist of the all of the

senior Adas graduating in 1984
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and 1985,

excluding women

who were readmits to Smith College.
students reenter,

When traditional Smith

they must be classified as Adas;

to exclude them because

I

chose

I wanted to focus on the

characteristics of only those who entered Smith for the
first time as Adas.
the class of

1984,

control group,

There were 82 Adas
and 33

studied,

in the class of 1985.

a traditional

and 34

class.

The traditional

from

As a

student cohort was randomly

selected from the same senior classes of
with 48
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1984

and 1985,

students sampled respectively from each
student cohort was selected in

order to compare high school performance and Smith outcomes
with the non-traditional
The

students

(Adas).

type of school that the Ada study cohort attended

most often

(77%)

was public

(see Table 1).

Three Adas

attended but did not graduate from public schools,
obtained their GED's
parochial

later in their career.

and

Private and

school attendance was about even with 12% and 11%

respectively.
traditional

No data were available for the sample of

students.
Table 1
Type of High School

Type

Percent

Parochial

11%

Private

12%

Public

77%
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The age at entrance of traditional students enrolling
at Smith college

is

17 or 18 years,

following a traditional

requirement of enrolling immediately after high school.
contrast,

by definition,

In

Adas are women whose education has

been interrupted and/or who have other responsibilities
such as jobs and families.
high school,
Therefore,

Many Adas enroll directly after

but none completed their degrees at that time.

by the time they enter Smith,

Adas'

ages

typically range widely from 21 to over 50 years.
The age distribution of the Ada cohort
shows that
30

in Table 2

the modal age range of these women was between

and 34 years old when they entered Smith,

falling in this category.

This age group was

closely by the 25-29 year old group
smaller in number,

with 32%

(27%).

followed

Although

the age groups of 35-39 and 40-44

Table 2
Age Distribution of Ada Comstock Scholars
Age Range

Percent

Under 25

50

7%

25-29

27%

30-34

32%

35-39

14%

40-44

12%

45-49

6%

and over

1%

54

are

still a significant portion of the cohort
respectively).

The smallest segments of the age

distribution are the under 25
(1%)

groups.

(14% and 12%

Typically,

the

(7%),45-49

(6%),

last category

and over 50

(over 50)

more heavily represented in prior Ada populations,
aggregate reports during that time period,
proportion of all Adas over 50
period was

8%.

was

based on

as the

enrolled during this time

The ages of the Adas are normally

distributed and the average age of the cohort

is

33 with a

range of 22-54.
The National Center for Education Statistics'
of Older Undergraduates:

Profile

1989-90 reports that nationally

women in the 35 years or older group constituted 19.4% of
female undergraduates.
in the Ada cohort
(NCES,

p.

category,
cohort

2)

(33%).

This

is a much lower percent than

Similarly,

the national

figures

show 10.6% of women in the 30-34 year old

again a much lower proportion than in the Ada

(32%).

The Ada program apparently was attracting a

larger percent of older women than the average national
undergraduate programs.
report

is well to note that

Regardless of the length of program and type

institution,

students

the NCES reports

(40 years or older)

(13.3%)

(NCES,

enroll

arts programs at a higher rate
olds

the NCES

includes undergraduates enrolled in 3-month to 4-

year degrees.
of

It

or 30-39 year olds

55

p.

15)

that older

in liberal arts/human

(17.8%)

than the 24-29 year

(12.2%).

The marital
statistics

status of the Adas,

represented by

for all Adas enrolled at that time,

"single parent"

was the most typical

category for the group
children is the next

(see Table 3).

largest category

closely by single women

(26%).

(5%).

descriptive

Married with
(28%),

followed

The two smallest groups are

divorced or widowed with no children
no children

(36%)

shows that

(4%)

For 64% of the Adas,

and married with

children are an

important responsibility and practical consideration in
their lives.

The policy at Smith is that traditional

students can not have responsibilities beyond college,

such

as a husband or children.

Table 3
Marital Status
Status

Percent

Single Parent

36%

Married,

28%

children

26%

Single
Married,

5%

no children

Divorced or widowed,
children

no
4%

The number of children dependent on the typical Ada is
represented by data for all enrolled Adas because data were
not available on the senior cohort only

(see Table 4).

statistics are broken down by single and married parents

56

The

Table 4
Number of Children

and for the two years
the Adas
60

(1983

and 1985)

during which all of

in the study cohort had been enrolled.

single parents had a total of

of two children per Ada.

121 children,

In 1983,
an average

One Ada had six children,

57

one had

five,

three had four children,

and 24
129

had one child.

children,

The married Adas

an average of 2.4

married Ada had five children,
22 had two,

12 had three,

single Ada.
a total of
married Ada

children,

children,

In 1985,

The

the number of

children per

an average of 2.7 children per

(one had eight children).

(60%).

college grant

In 1983-84,

received a college grant
Smith was meeting the

(56%).

130

received a

96 out of 170
At this point

students
in time,

full demonstrated need of students

eligible for financial aid.

group

18 had three,

70 married Adas had

Of the 216 Adas enrolled in 1984-85,

grants

One

Ninety single parents had

an average of 2.2

One had 11 children.
192

had a total of

four had four,

and 10 had one child.

195

(54)

children per Ada.

children per Ada had increased.
a total of

19 had two,

While the proportion receiving

in the Ada group is greater than in the traditional
(34% to 45%),

it

is

important to note that many Adas

were paying their college costs without grant aid from
Smith.

Many received work and loan opportunities,

some many were
full costs.

while

from families who could afford to pay their

Whether or not an Ada qualifies

depends on how many courses she takes.
qualify for aid,
which constitutes

for aid also

In order to be

an Ada has to be attending full-time,
3

four-credit courses per semester.

an Ada can not take a full

If

load because of work and/or

child care responsibilities,

she

aid.
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is also not eligible

for

Ada Cohorts

Course Enrollment

With 64% of the Adas having 2
of them working,
take?

Again,

in 1983,

took three,

of Adas were taking 3

(Table 5).

and many

13

took one course,

Therefore,

equivalent to 4

48

took two

and two

the largest percent

courses per semester with an overall

average of 2.7 courses per semester.
students

Of the 149 Adas

21 took four courses,

students took five courses.

traditional

children,

these statistics are for all Adas enrolled at

enrolled on campus
65

to 3

how many courses per seines ter did they

the time this cohort attended

courses,

Patterns and Majors

is 4

A full-time

courses per semester

load for

(a course is

credit-hours).

Table 5
Number of Courses per Semester

The Adas
of

subjects,

The highest
Art

in the

study cohort majored in a wide range

from Biochemistry,
concentrations were

(both studio and history);

Biology,

to French and Philosophy.
in Psychology,
Economics,

English and

Sociology,

and American Studies were also chosen often by the

59

Adas

(see Table

6).

The traditional

enrolled more often than Adas

in Biology,

Government,

and less often in Art,

Sociology.

It

lab courses

such as

is difficult

student

sample

Economics,

Psychology,

and

English,

for Adas with children to take

language and lab sciences because of

the time required to be away from children and work.
managed to do

and

it anyway;

most

felt that

Some

it was not an

option.
My reason for including these background statistics

is

not only to illustrate the sharp contrast between the
traditional

cohort and Ada's in the characteristics

described,

but more

importantly,

analyzing,

interpreting,

to establish a context

for

and understanding the data which

follow.

Analysis of High School Records and Smith Outcomes
Quantitative data available from the Adas'
records
of the

include GPAs
82,

and SAT's

SAT's are optional
SAT's

for 70 of the 82

records,

high school
rank for 56

for about half of the cohort

for Ada admission.

(40).

Because of this,

the

submitted may be biased toward the better scores of

the cohort.

These data plus recent college and Smith

College cumulative GPAs are displayed for each Ada Comstock
Scholar in Table

7.

60

Table

6

Ada Comstock & Traditional Students'
Major

Ada Comstock

Traditional

American Studies

5

2

Anthropology

3

2

Art

13

Biology

4

11

Classics

0

2

Comparative Literature

2

0

Economics

6

14

Education & Child Study

2

0

English

14

8

French

1

3

Geology

1

2

German

0

2

Government

3

8

History

3

6

Mathematics

0

2

Music

1

0

Psychology

14

8

Philosophy

1

2

Religion

3

2

Sociology

6

0

Theatre

3

3

*86
*4 Double Majors
**3

Majors

Double Majors
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6

**85

Table 7
Academic Profiles of Ada Comstock Scholars
(In Descending Order of Smith GPA)

Verbal

Math

High School

High School

Recent College

Smith College

SAT

SAT

Rank

GPA

GPA

GPA

3.70

3.92

0.10

3.50

3.97

3.92

682

552

0.02

3.50

4.00

3.88

677

527

0.06

3.50

3.86

3.87

720

650

0.10

3.40

3.75

3.85

3.89

3.81

493

508

0.55

2.00

4.00

3.79

690

340

0.51

2.00

4.00

3.78

2.00

3.65

3.77

0.19

3.50

3.81

3.76

520

630

0.06

3.50

3.87

3.75

492

436

0.53

2.59

3.30

3.74

600

660

3.30

3.50

3.74

0.25

2.75

3.80

3.74

0.80

1.75

4.00

3.73

700

650

0.08

3.00

3.84

3.72

712

598

0.27

3.30

2.79

3.71

3.00

3.79

3.71
3.69

716

510

0.16

3.00

562

463

0.17

2.75

2.00

3.69

547

371

0.16

2.90

3.68

3.69

0.20

3.02

3.60

3.68

0.33

2.50

3.30

3.65

2.75

3.69

3.63

3.91

3.62

3.55

3.62

580

660

520

310

Continued,

62

next page.

Table

7,

continued

Verbal

Math

High School

High School

Recent College

Smith College

SAT

SAT

Rank

GPA

GPA

GPA

590

600

3.00
2.70

3.21

3.60

2.50

3.80

3.59

3.96

3.58

2.54

4.00

3.58

0.08

3.50

3.90

3.58

0.46

650

3.61

380

600

460

0.18

3.00

3.50

3.57

560

505

0.02

3.75

3.27

3.54

537

475

0.21

2.75

4.00

3.54

453

473

0.85

2.00

3.30

3.54

547

552

3.37

3.52

520

464

0.10

3.30

3.90

3.49

506

559

0.53

2.50

3.80

3.49

571

575

0.32

3.65

3.51

3.49

2.75

2.00

3.47

2.50

4.00

3.47

510

390

628

494

0.87

2.00

3.00

3.45

600

451

0.25

3.00

4.00

3.43

530

357

0.11

3.00

3.70

3.43

0.24

3.50

3.36

3.43

3.20

3.42

0.60

1.75

3.70

3.41

0.75

3.00

4.00

3.41

3.75

4.00

3.40

3.58

3.39

0.95

2.00

3.56

3.38

0.69

2.50

3.25

3.37

3.00

3.37

Continued,
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Table 7,

continued

Verbal

Math

High School

High School

Recent College

Smith College

SAT

SAT

Rank

GPA

GPA

GPA

0.38

3.30

3.75

3.36

3.64

3.35

3.00

3.20

3.35

3.30

2.88

3.34

3.00

3.00

3.34

714

700

0.11

680

410

0.55

3.00

3.00

3.33

710

620

0.37

2.50

4.60

3.28

0.47

2.50

3.60

3.28

0.89

1.75

3.67

3.27

0.55

2.00

3.65

3.26

0.07

3.75

3.75

3.26

0.09

3.50

3.90

3.26

0.35

3.00

3.80

3.24

1.75

3.44

3.23

0.76

2.00

3.60

3.19

525

329

519

563

0.07

3.50

3.00

3.18

676

595

0.20

2.75

3.80

3.18

0.13

3.30

3.60

3.17

0.53

1.75

3.50

3.17

0.52

3.50

3.40

3.17

0.71

1.77

3.67

3.16

3.56

3.79

3.14

458

499

553

550

0.45

3.00

3.70

3.13

670

530

0.20

3.00

2.50

3.08

599

505

0.12

3.00

2.11

3.01

669

558

0.06

3.30

3.82

2.70

2.50

2.68

3.30

2.46
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High school data collected for the traditional
student cohort
school rank.
82

cases.

include SAT verbal,

SAT math,

and high

High school rank was available

Table

8

for 60 of the

contains the high school data and Smith

GPA for each traditional

student.

Descriptive analysis of high school GPAs
cohort
point

(Table
scale)

students'

9)

for the Ada

reveal that they range from 1.75

to 3.75,

with a mean of 2.85.

(on a 4-

Traditional

high school GPAs are not available for this

analysis and,

therefore,

can not be compared.

However,

high school rank for both Adas and traditional students are
available and can be used to compare their high school
performance

(Table 10).

The mean rank of the traditional

cohort was much higher than for the Adas
versus

35th)

variance

(9th percentile

and the traditional students had a smaller

in their rankings

(12 versus 26,

standard

deviation).
Analysis of SAT verbal
they were
from 453

in high school)
to 720,

deviation of

81.

scores

(Table 11)

with a mean of
The Adas'

700,

with a much lower,

508;

the

for the Adas

(taken when

show that the range

598,

and standard

math scores range from 310

compared with the verbal,

standard deviation of

is

to

mean of

97 shows slightly greater

dispersion around the mean than the verbal.
The traditional students'
slightly lower than the Adas'
have a larger range

(290

SAT verbal mean of
mean

to 790),
65

(Table 11).

594

is

The scores

but the standard

Table

8

Academic Profiles of Traditional Students

Smith GPA

Verbal SAT

Math SAT

High School Rank

4.00
3.94
3.82
3.81
3.78

500
600
670
600
710

560
650
570
540
620

0.07
0.03
0.01
0.05
0.09

3.77
3.75
3.75
3.70
3.70

700
580
550
510
610

620
530
620
560
600

0.02

3.68
3.68
3.66
3.65
3.64

480
670
640
680
670

570
680
640
630
550

0.01
0.04
0.09
0.06
0.06

3.63
3.63
3.62
3.61
3.60

610
290
700
630
640

730
710
610
660
710

3.60
3.60
3.59
3.58
3.57

520
640
680
640
750

610
630
640
620
590

0.01

3.56
3.54
3.52
3.50
3.47

540
630
550
540
560

680
570
560
590
620

0.02
0.10
0.05
0.02

3.46
3.46
3.45
3.45
3.44

610
570
570
640
570

600
550
550
530
590

0.03
0.08
0.06
0.03

3.43
3.42
3.38
3.35
3.34

530
650
570
520
630

540
540
590
660
540

0.03
0.01
-

3.34
3.34
3.32
3.32
3.32

530
560
620
690
680

580
590
540
510
730

0.03
0.02
0.22
0.01
0.15

l

0.27
-

-

-

-

0.03
-

0.02

-

0.03
0.04
-

-

Continued,
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next page.
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Table

8,

continued

Smith GPA

Verbal SAT

Math SAT

High School Rank

3.24
3.24
3.23
3.22
3.21

390
560
500
760
590

450
460
400
640
670

0.14
0.10

3.21
3.19
3.17
3.16
3.15

560
550
560
520
620

560
630
640
600
570

0.09
0.10
0.09
0.03
0.03

3.15
3.15
3.10
3.07
3.05

660
570
570
530
470

640
560
540
540
470

0.04

3.04
2.99
2.99
2.96
2.94

630
660
670
500
600

540
590
660
570
510

0.10
0.06
0.07
0.27
0.05

2.94
2.92
2.92
2.91
2.91

700
530
560
610
570

580
620
520
600
620

0.06

2.88
2.86
2.86
2.82
2.81

610
560
670
660
480

440
650
640
550
500

-

2.74
2.71
2.48
2.38
2.37

470
790
550
580
550

420
600
570
580
560

0.29

2.35
2.24

620
670

570
570

-

67

.
.

0.02

-

0.05
0.38
0.19

-

0.02
0.14
0.78

-

0.03
0.09
0,22

-

0.01
0.09

0.02

Table

9

Ada Comstock High School GPA
Statistic

GPA

Number in Sample

70

Mean

2.85

Median

3.00

Standard Deviation

0.593

Standard Error of Mean

0.071

Maximum

3.75

Minimum

1.75

Quartile 3

3.33

Quartile 1

2.50

Table 10
High School Rank
Adas
Number in Sample

Traditional
60

56

Mean

0.35

0.09

Standard Deviation

0.26

0.12

Maximum

0.95

0.78

Minimum

0.02

0.01

68

Table

Verbal

& Math SAT Scores

Verbal
Ada
Number

11

SAT Scores
Comstock

Traditional

in Sample

40

82

Mean

598

594

Median

595

595

Standard Deviation
St.Error

of

Mean

80.5

80.4

12.7

8.9

Maximum

720

790

Minimum

453

290

Quartile

3

677

653

Quartile

1

526

550

Math SAT Scores
Ada
Number

Comstock

Traditional
82

in Sample

40

Mean

508

584

Median

509

585

Standard Deviation

97.3

65.2

St.Error of Mean

15.4

7.2

Maximum

700

730

Minimum

310

400

Quartile

3

572

630

Quartile

1

453

547

69

deviation of

80

is

slightly smaller than the Adas',

suggesting that

the

may be due to a

few outliers.

math score mean is
verbal mean,

larger range in the traditional group

584,

The traditional

only slightly lower than their

but much higher than the Adas'

Compared with the Ada group,
exhibit a smaller
deviation of
Thus,
students
scores,

math mean.

the traditional groups'

(400

to 730)

scores

and smaller standard

65.
the Adas

in that
but

range

students'

look similar to the traditional

their verbal

scores exceed their math

the extent of this difference

Additionally,

while the math scores

more dispersed than their verbal

is greater.

for both groups are

scores,

this dispersion is

more pronounced in the Ada group.
A comparison of the descriptive
and traditional

student Smith GPAs

statistics of the Ada

(Table

12),

reveals a

mean slightly higher for the Adas than for traditional
students

(3.46 versus 3.30).

standard deviation

The Adas have a smaller

(.28 versus

greater for the traditional

.37),

with the range of GPA

students.

Statistical Analysis of High School Data and Smith Outcomes
Because the sample of Ada and traditional
small

(less than 100

in each cohort)

students

is

statistical analysis

that can be performed is

limited and interpretation must be

done with this

However,

in mind.

70

when a correlation is

Table 12
Smith College GPA
Ada Comstock
Number in Sample

Traditional

82

82

Mean

3.46

3.30

Median

3.47

3.34

Standard Deviation

0.28

0.37

St.Error of Mean

0.03

0.04

Maximum

3.92

4.00

Minimum

2.46

2.35

Quartile 3

3.69

3.60

Quartile

3.28

3.03

found on a small
In this

study,

testing the

1

sample,

the correlation is a strong one.

statistical analysis will be

limited to

significance of the relationships between high

school and Smith outcomes with Pierson's correlations,
between the Ada and traditional

and

students high school and

Smith outcomes with t-tests and multiple regression.
The analysis began with t-tests to determine whether
or not there are

significant differences

the Ada's and traditional students'
scores,

math and verbal SAT

high school GPAs and high school ranks.

seen in Table

13,

the math scores,
scores,

in the means of

t(.29,

there

As can be

is a significant difference between

t(-4.51,

.000),

.773).

71

but not between the verbal

Table 13
T-Test Results Comparing Ada and Traditional Student Data
Variable

T-Value

2-Tail Sign

Math SAT

-4.51

.000

.29

. 773

High School Rank

6.63

. 000

Smith GPA

3.30

. 001

Verbal SAT

High school rank means were also significantly
different,
available

t(6.63,

.000).

Again,

high school GPAs are not

for the traditional students so a comparison of

the two cohorts'

means

is not possible.

Although the SAT math and high school rank means were
significantly lower for the Ada cohort,
GPAs mean was
students'

the Adas'

Smith

significantly higher than the traditional

t(3.30,.001).

Correlations were run for both cohorts to find the
significance of the relationship between high school
variables and Smith outcomes

(GPA)

(Table 14).

The only

significant

finding was the correlation between the

traditional

students'

p=.014).
verbal

math SAT scores and Smith GPA

(.27,

There was not a corresponding correlation for the

scores

(.02,

p=.794).

Similar correlations were run on the Ada cohort.
Neither their math nor verbal scores are correlated with
their Smith GPAs

(-.01,

p=.935;

.06,

p=.707).

correlation was also done on the Adas'

72

A

high school GPA in

Table 14
Correlation Results on High School and Smith Outcome
Correlation:

Corr.

Coef.

Sign

ADA
Verbal SAT & Smith
GPA
Math SAT & Smith
GPA
High School GPA &
Smith GPA
High School Rank &
Smith GPA

. 06

. 707

- . 01

. 935

. 05

. 658
.252

- . 16
TRADITIONAL

Verbal SAT & Smith
GPA

. 03

.794

Math SAT & Smith
GPA

.014
.27

High School GPA &
Smith GPA

n/a

n/a

- .24

. 064

High School Rank &
Smith GPA

relationship to their Smith GPA and that was
significant

(.05,

not

p=.658).

In order to determine the proportion of
the high school variables on Smith outcomes,
separate regressions

for the two cohorts.

correlations on the variables are all weak,
math SAT's

likewise,

for traditional

students,

it

influence of
I

ran two

Because the
except

for the

is to be expected

that the regression results will not be significant.
However,
change

I

still wanted to know exactly how much of the

in GPA can be explained by the high school variables
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and what the difference

in influence is for the two

cohorts.
As the data in Table 15
significant

for the Ada cohort.

explain only
traditional
variance
math SAT,

show,

the R squared is not

The high school variables

.5 percent of the variance
student R squared shows that

in Smith GPA.

The

13 percent of the

in Smith GPA can be explained by high school rank,
and verbal SAT.

However,

again without the math SAT,
.06 or 6 percent,

running the regression

the R squared was reduced to

which is not a significant proportion of

the variance.

Summary
In order to answer the

first research question of

whether or not a high school profile can predict
for these women returning,

success

quantitative analysis was

utilized to analyze their high school academic profiles and
Smith College outcomes

(GPA).

Descriptive statistics were

used to profile the Ada Comstock Scholars cohort,

to

describe who they were and their course taking patterns.
Traditional

student and Ada Comstock Scholar outcomes were

compared to see

if the two cohorts differed in their

success at Smith.
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Table 15
Multiple Regression Results
ADA

^

Independent Variables

Beta

High School GPA

.005

High School Rank

- . Oil

Math SAT

- . 066

Verbal

SAT

. 070
R squared =
F=.04,

.006

Significant

=

.996

TRADITIONAL
Independent Variables

Beta

High School Rank

- .210

Math SAT

.303

Verbal SAT

- . 075
R squared =
F = 2.88,

.13

Significant =

.044

Independent Variables

Beta

High School Rank

- . 224

Verbal SAT

- . 064
R squared =
F = 2.88,

Significant

The results of the analyses
academic performance,

.06
=

.044

show that

the traditional

for high

students'

high school

rank and math SAT's were significantly higher than the
Adas',

and

verbal SAT's were not

for the two cohorts.
Comstock Scholars'

As

significantly different

for Smith outcomes,

the Ada

cumulative GPAs were significantly

higher than the traditional

students'
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GPAs.

Correlations comparing high school performance with
Smith outcomes were run for each cohort.

The only

significant

finding was the correlation between the

traditional

students'

the Adas,

math SAT and their Smith GPAs.

For

neither the verbal nor the math SAT's correlated

with their Smith GPAs.
and Smith outcomes
verbal SAT's,

Correlations on high school rank

for both groups were higher than for the

but were not

significant.

Multiple regression was run on the Adas data with
Smith GPA as the dependent variable and SAT's,
rank,

high school

and high school GPAs as the independent variables.

The R squared was not
the variance

significant,

with only

.5 percent of

in Smith GPA explained by the high school

academic variables.

For the traditional

regression model was run,

students,

without high school GPAs

the same
(they

were not available).

The R squared was significant

traditional

with 13 percent of the variance

students,

for the
in

Smith GPAs explained by their high school SATs and high
school rank.
Therefore,

for the Ada Comstock Scholars,

data was not predictive of
(GPA).

high school

their Smith College outcomes

This addresses the question of the predictive

ability of high school academic profiles on the success of
these women later in life at Smith,
question of

this

study.

personal qualities
Adas'

the

first research

The next chapter looks at the

found in the autobiographies

in the

admission folders to determine whether or not non-
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academic characteristics can be found which would predict
success and explain why academic success was delayed.
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CHAPTER 5

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

Introduction
In addition to the quantitative data found in the Ada
Comstock Scholars'
available

admission folders,

for my analysis.

each applicant,

The three essays,

required of

included a short autobiography,

description of achievements
the reasons

three essays were

in life,

a

and a discussion of

for wanting to go to Smith College.

These

questions provided substantial material to inform my
research questions,

namely:

(1)

Could one have predicted

from the high school profiles that these women could and
would become

such high academic achievers?

the psycho-social

factors that

(2)

What are

interfere with a woman's

epistemological development and prevent her from achieving
in high school when she

is capable of doing so?

(3)

What

motivated these women to return to education?
Using a phenomenological approach to analyze the
essays,

I

explicit,

looked for evidence,
of potential

same time,

I

implicit as well as

for academic achievement.

tried to identify subjective factors that were

obstacles to their success

in school,

from their self-confidence

in spite of success.

examined the material,
among backgrounds,
and reasons

At the

I

or that detracted
As

I

also searched for common themes

environments,

personal characteristics,

for returning to college.
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This exploration of

the essays proved to be an unexpectedly moving experience.
The essays provided brief glimpses of

lives that were

extremely varied and fraught with difficulties and
extraordinary challenges.

Surmounting these challenges

required qualities of human resilience and persistence that
were as heroic as
classic poets.

any of those depicted by the ancient

Even if

purposefully for them,
consistently in the
applicants

I had not been searching
certain themes raised themselves

life episodes recalled by the

in their essays.

Themes which surfaced while reading the
autobiographies were:

academic support

motivation to go to college,

and epiphany.

had read Warren Willingham's
College Admission.
the extent that
he

1982) .

writing skills,

Before my research began I

study

(Personal Qualities and

I was aware of the personal qualities which

attributes.

writing skills,

situations),

This study informed my search to

included in his research,

talents,

school),

non-academic achievement

(including surviving difficult
self-reflection,

(family,

such as personal achievement,

These categories

include

and overcoming hardships.

leadership,

However,

I

found

that additional qualities emerged from the Ada's
autobiographies,

such as self-reflective ability and

epiphany.
After the analysis of the autobiographies was
completed,

I

later read the article by William E.

"Black Students on White Campuses:
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Sedlacek,

20 Year of Research,"

in

which he discusses the characteristics necessary for Black
students to be successful on a White campus.
characteristics
appraisal,

include

self-confidence,

These

realistic self¬

understanding and dealing with racism,

demonstrated community service,

leadership experience,

knowledge acquired in a field.

Sedlacek found these to be

valid predictors of

success

for Black students,

traditional academic indicators,

and

unlike

such as SAT scores.

Findings

Writing Skills
The Adas exhibited impressive writing skills
grammar and style.
doubt,

in both

Their communication efforts were,

helped by the stories they each had to tell.

no
These

stories were not of the typical teenage college aspirant.
This group of women had the benefit of more time to assess
the

impact of their teenage lives and had many life

experiences to give them added perspective.

It

is

likely

that this maturity as well as their own writing skills
contributed to the powerful stories they wrote.
without writing skills,
unnoticed,
and perhaps

lost

Yet,

their stories might have gone

in banal generalities.

that of their teachers,

To their credit,

these women were

capable of relating their history in compelling and
provocative ways.

I

found myself deeply moved by even

these short autobiographies.

When discussing Adas'
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experiences or quoting from their essays,
protect their identities,
the themes of

I have changed details,

their stories.

Actually,

The following excerpt

but not

any one of these

accounts could be describing several Adas'
experiences.

in order to

life

from one of the

autobiographies conveys how well they tell their stories.
Born in 1955 and raised near . . ., I am the only
child of a single woman.
My mother raised me
alone on the salary of a [clerk] and provided for
me an environment of great dignity and worth.
Although "fatherless," and therefore subject to
whatever stigma the word then carried, I was
never touched by any pain of difference because
of the respect my mother's character commanded.
Her singular example of independence and strength
has profoundly influenced my own concepts of
womanhood and sense of self . . .
The obvious

facility with words and their usefulness

in forming and conveying ideas reoccurred consistently as
read each essay.

While styles varied,

I

there was a clear

and regular capacity for expression and capable use of
language exhibited in every case.

Self-Reflection
As

I

read these stories,

I was struck by the knack of

these women to be self-reflective.

Self-reflective skills

are essential to review one's

to evaluate while

life,

the midst of a personal review,
concisely what one has

found.

and then to express
It takes remarkable skill to

recognize and identify the particular times
that have been crucial

in

in one's

life

in leading to one's present pivotal
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moment,

the moment of

formally applying to Smith.

The

following example captures this reflective ability:
Although at 18 I dropped out of school on a full-time
basis, I have always had the desire to further my
formal education.
I am ready and eager to experience
and learn much more.
From my personal experience, the
saying "Happy is the man who dreams and works to make
them come true," holds much truth.
I have faith in
myself and believe I have potential.
However,
outwardly I lack self-confidence and knowledge and I
have not been able to overcome the conflicts between
being a woman, a manager (on my job), and a friend.
I
look forward to and feel I will be challenged by the
rigorous demands of academic achievement and
performance that Smith requires of its students.
Together with this, I know I will be greatly
stimulated by coming in contact with other women who
are willing and eager to meet these demands because of
their desire to excel.
These women,
relationships,
which,

time after time,

family situations,

upon their own reflection,

to their current

described personal
and spiritual moments
had clearly contributed

state of self-awareness that now was full

of hope and imagined possibilities.

Academic Support
It became apparent to me when reading the
autobiographies that

the decision to continue their

education was often mentioned in conjunction with a
statement about whether or not this was supported by
others,
parents.

either teachers and guidance counselors,

or

Fifty-one percent of the Adas indicated that they

had not been supported academically at home or in school.
Five percent described a supportive environment
only,

and 11% at home only.

in school

Thirty-three percent
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felt they

were

supported

various

types

significant
and SAT
these

that

to

is

a

GPA

she

the

women

fact

not

also

that

in the

school

significant

That

scores

1960s

and

(grades

test

and high

main effect

for the math SAT

is,

it

SAT

appears

having,

still

results

(p=.057)
that

the more

show

and high

the more
likely

an untraditional

needed more

it

This may be
area

1970s when these women were

therefore,

using

The

show higher math SATs.

math was

and they,

the

variables.

for the verbal

a woman reports

will

if

had a

of variance

variables with SAT

dependent

but

wondered

lack thereof)

did an analysis

(p=.198).

that

(or

I

on their high school performance
I

the

p=.004),

support
that

effect

GPA as

school

support

"support"

there

(F=5,

of

scores).

four

school

in both environments.

is
due

for

in high

support.

Motivation
Many of

the Adas

spoke

at

least

briefly

in either

their autobiography or essay on why they wanted to go
Smith College,
to

about

the

college when they were

percent
on at
that

indicated

that

time

they were

that

family.

in their
ambivalent

motivated.
attending

The
Of

of

in high school.

lives.

have

Fifty-eight
the

desire

Twenty-one percent

to go
said

and/or other circumstances
such as marriage

remaining group

this

their motivation to go on

they did not

preempted their decision,
the

state

to

later group,

college by guidance

(21%),
most

83

said that

were

counselors

or an

or

illness

in

they were

discouraged from
family.

Many

were either first generation in this country and/or from
blue-collar families who did not believe in a college
education,

especially for women.

They also could not

afford to send their children to college.
An example
town

is of a woman who lived in a blue-collar

"where the wealthy were encouraged to go to college

(these were
parents that

few)."

She was told by teachers and her

the only way for her to go was to take a

secretarial course so that she could have a
This was

in spite of the fact that

10% of her high school class
wanted to study biology,
secretarial

studies.

"good job."

she graduated in the top

with a GPA of 3.50.

She

but resigned herself to

She was an avid reader and her self-

education was her salvation.

She started out as a

secretary and worked her way up in the company rapidly.
After marrying and having three children she stopped
working but
that

"never stopped reading."

Finally,

life was controlling her and she knew that

return and get an education.
attaining a GPA of 3.92,

she felt
she had to

She was graduated from Smith,

Phi Beta Kappa.

Another blue-collar family told their daughter that
college was not

for women.

The parents were divorced and

the mother had a chronic illness.

From a young age,

daughter took care of her mother,

as well her younger

sisters,

and ran the household.

by the time she was

the

She had worked many jobs

16 when she moved out of her home.

wanted to go to college but had no role models.
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She

Finally,

she opted for a two-year college even though her parents
opposed her decision and did not
marrying at

19,

having three children,

abusive husband,

she knew that

than an education."
GPA of 3.68,

support her.

she

After

and divorcing her

"wanted nothing more

She was graduated from Smith with a

also Phi Beta Kappa.

A third woman said that her parents never graduated
from high school,

so college was never even considered.

After high school she became a nomad and went
to another.

She

finally realized how limited she was

without an education.
record

(GPA,

from one job

2.0),

Because of her poor high school

she entered a community college where

she blossomed academically and applied to Smith.

She was

graduated from Smith with a GPA of 3.63.
There are several more autobiographies telling similar
stories.

The recurrent obstacles were poverty,

class parents

fearing education,

directing girls

working

and high school counselors

into pink-collar jobs.

Crises at home

required girls to become mothers and caretakers
students ready to grow and learn.

instead of

Five of the Adas ran

away from home and abusive situations before they were able
to finish high school.
outright discouragement,

Obstacles,

whether in the form of

or in the form of adversity,

appeared to intertwine with the theme of motivation.

The

intense motivation articulated by several applicants
seemed,

almost

ironically,

to have been heightened by

experiences that would have deterred the typical person.
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The resilience and perseverance of these women no doubt
helped contribute to their eventual success with the work
at Smith.

Non-Academic Achievement
Both the high school record and the essays exhibited
evidence of each applicant's achievement
areas.
music,

in non-academic

Most Adas exhibited considerable accomplishment
theater,

However,

sports,

community and school

in

leadership.

when assessing achievements outside of the

academic area,

I

in the

severely debilitating family circumstances

face of

and crises.

found that many Adas exhibited resilience

Their successes

considered achievements

in these struggles could be

in and of themselves.

of this resilience was not always clear.
come from within,

The

source

It appeared to

rather than from external sources.

I

found this particular theme a fascinating subject worthy of
further research in the

future.

I

felt this quality

deserved exploration in its own right,
coded the ability to

"survive"

and,

therefore,

I

under the category of non-

academic achievement.
I

found that

85 percent of the Adas had to survive

discouraging and unsettling family circumstances during
secondary school.

Many of these

provide care and support

"survivors"

for others

in their family.

family circumstances preempted school work,
grades,

also had to
These

impacted

and reduced or displaced motivation for college.
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For this reason,

I

created a code for

"survival,"

considering not only personal resilience a strength worth
noting,

but

also the caring for others during a crises as

an achievement as well.

Yet surprisingly,

80 percent of

Adas were coded as having achieved in both the non-academic
and the survival areas.
"survivor"
achievement

Five percent were coded in the

category only;
area only;

15% were in the non-academic

and no Adas were coded as not

achieving in either area.
An example of an Ada who did not do well academically
in high school

(GPA 1.75),

and for whom there was no

indication of other achievements,

but who did have

responsibilities thrust upon her during childhood,

is

illustrated by a women whose mother became ill when she was
in the

7th grade.

She had the responsibility of taking

over the housekeeping,
younger siblings.
superficial."

and for caring for her father and

School to her seemed

"silly and

In spite of this difficult beginning,

she

was graduated from Smith with a double major and a GPA of
3.41.

She was coded in the category of

"survival only"

as

her non-academic achievement.
Another example of

"survival only"

is a woman who came

from a very poor family in another country.

Her mother

raised six children alone after the father left.
As was tradition, my older brother became head of
household.
Violence was a way of life for us,
manifest physically as punishment, in the form of
hunger, disease and despair.
I even saw the cruelty
of life reflected in my mother's face (I know now
where I get my strength).
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An Ada whom
achieved

coded as

in a non-academic

divorced when
who was

I

she was

finished

She

left

school

for the poor.
continue
skills,

her persistence,

achievement

father

financial
like

school

school
on

percentile

academic

of

education program.

of

of

aide

in a

her

education.

during high
This

code

severely
the

she graduated
which

family.

She

in the

academically because

interests

elsewhere.

that

one

did

in the
Her

Even though she

indicates

underachieving

is

impacted the

and did volunteer work.

record was mixed.
SAT,

for non-

school

was politically active

job,

facility

survival

earned the

stability of

her class,

were

senior year and

indicators

stroke.

but

were very

childhood and determination to

and survival

held a

the verbal

and school

a nurse's

an Ada who

and emotional
high

Home

and value

suffered a

Peace movement,
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of

having

stayed with her mother

through an adult

Her difficult

and as

a woman whose parents

during her

her education are

academic

a

home

is

She

she worked as

Another example

high

area

young.

later

In the meantime,

not

"survivor"

emotionally unstable.

difficult.

whose

a

had

50th
she was

her priorities

and

Self-Esteem
It

became

and comparing

apparent
them to

a pattern of

lack of

of

of

the

level

after reading the

the

high school

academic

academic

autobiographies

data,

that

self-confidence,

achievement.
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In the

there was

regardless
cases where

Adas did very well academically,
confidence,
success

it

yet

still

lacked

seems that they could not credit

to themselves.

their

In one case where the Ada graduated

as Valedictorian of her class,

she attributed her

achievement to the quality of her school and teachers.
being able to take credit
the problem that
woman"

to be

sent

mentioned in the

for success may be symptomatic of

causes mixed messages about
from home,

school,

findings under

being asked.

for a
As

only 33% of the

school,

and 51 percent

in either environment without even

Many suggested that their self-confidence was

in some way dependent on others,
put

"success

and the media.

"Support,"

Adas reported support at home and at
reported no support

Not

forth by their friends,

implicitly by the messages

their religion,

or the media,

all of which convey the sense that they belonged to a group
characterized by negative expectations when it came to
academic or intellectual ability.
The Ada who graduated near the top of her class,
reflects on her development of self-esteem:
My life is a study of a journey towards selfconfidence.
Starting out with very little, I
have gradually increased my self-esteem so that
now, as never before, I am sure of my ability to
complete my education and to pursue a satisfying
career.
Only by having undergone the challenges
of each of these stages (early education,
marriage and parenthood, work experience and
community involvement), and by having achieved a
comfortable level of competence in each, am I now
able to accept myself with confidence and to
recognize the legitimacy of my ambition.
She was graduated from Smith,
to a prestigious

Phi Beta Kappa,

law school.
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and went on

The degree to which self-esteem is externally anchored
is of great

interest.

Several examples

illustrate that

external authority and validation were relied upon at one
time or another to establish one's sense of worth and
capability.

It

is

interesting to note that overcoming this

need for external validation may in fact have been an
impediment to many of these women's development of selfconfidence.

Ironically,

even seemingly objective measures

of capability such as grades and SAT scores were not
sufficient

to overcome social expectations,

internalized early in these women's

lives.

apparently
Only through

sheer stamina and resilience were these women able to
persist and heed an inner voice that

led them to expect

more of themselves and their lives.

Epiphany
The most

interesting and unexpected theme that emerged

from the autobiographies was the
turning point
education.

in the Adas'

frequently mentioned

lives which brought them back to

Two of the Adas referred to this event

specifically as an

"epiphany.”

Others described this

phenomenon without actually using the word,
sudden event,

either as a

or an awareness that developed over a period

of time.
The secular definition of an epiphany is a sudden
awareness of
event;

self brought on by a trivial,

non-related

an unexpected perception or intuitive knowledge of
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the meaning of a phenomenon previously not understood.
literature,

epiphany was used in the modern novel era by

James Joyce and Virginia Wolfe,
illustrate and validate this
dimension of
of the ego,

In

in particular,

to

important psychological

self-awareness that eludes the conscious realm
but

shows

itself

in such an unexpected way and

with such fullness as to create awe and wonder in the
person experiencing it.
Reflecting on their lives and the decision to return
to school,

many

(75%)

of the Adas described their epiphany

as either a sudden event

(52%)

prolonged period of

(24%).

married at

19

time

or as happening over a more
One of these women had

and had had two children by the age of 22.

Her ambition to be a writer compelled her to return to
education and. the decision surfaced as she describes below:
I can't explain exactly what happened, but after
the birth of my third child, my life began to
change.
I felt uncertain in a life that seemed
secure.
I felt restless in a life that was full
of activity.
I felt unfulfilled in a life that
appeared complete.
It was time for me to grow.
I was on the verge of an epiphany . . .
The above description illustrates the

importance of

recognizing that epiphany is a valid and distinctive way of
knowing for women--especially for those who are going to be
discovering their inner voice.
less explicit,
importance of

Another example

but no less powerful

follows,

in conveying the

the epiphany-like awareness that underpins

the transitional

thinking that
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leads to the need for a

change

in life such as offered by the opportunity to attend

Smith:
I took back ownership of myself.
He, at the end
of our marriage, owned almost all of my soul.
It
was that bad.
Eating away at my self-esteem.
But there was this little piece left that
screamed at me one day . . . and it said, "Don't
let him kill all of you."
A week later I left
for good.
There was a precise moment when I knew
I had to leave.
A little voice inside of me
said, "Don t let him kill all of you."
I
realized that was the one little piece of soul
left that was still mine.
This happened when I
was vacuuming one day.
I wasn't thinking about
this, it just came to me.
I was thinking of
nothing . . . nothing was in my head.
I was
shocked and grateful.
I had been thinking about
it over the past ten years, but not then.
Again,

this woman describes an epiphany,

an unexpected,

nearly spontaneous realization and understanding of the
meaning of her situation.

This understanding is compelling

--powerful enough to avoid suppression and to require
acceptance of

its truth,

and eventually its

implication for

further action.
It

is remarkable how similar the Adas'

accounts of a

sudden awareness of self are to those described by Belenky,
Clinchy,

Goldberger,

and Tarule

in Women's Wavs of Knowing.

In their chapter on Subjective Knowledge:
they discuss this

second stage

The

Inner Voice,

in development as the time

when women begin listening to the voice within,
listening to outside authorities
stage).

(received knowledge

Some women in Belenky's study also remember

experiencing a turning point,
experiencing an epiphany,
of time,

rather than

often sudden.

It may be that

whether sudden or over a period

signals the transition between Belenky's Received
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Knowledge and Subjective Knowledge stages of
epistemological development.

It

is also interesting to

note that Belenky found that the return to education for
women

"followed the onset of

usher it

in"

(p.

the Ada cohort.

58).

This

subjective knowing;

it did not

is the same pattern found in

The Adas describe their turning points as

the precipitator of their return to college.

Summary
The findings as reported here provide a basis

for

drawing comparisons to other studies and for framing
additional research questions about the development of
resilience,
women.

motivation,

The breadth,

life experiences

and self-esteem in highly capable

diversity,

and richness of the various

shared by the Adas

different as each story is,

however,

is

striking.

As

there are valuable

common themes and threads running through these histories.
The non-academic

influences on women's epistemological

development are powerful and pervasive.

They must not be

ignored by those exploring ways to encourage
development of human potential.
discouragement,

Patterns of systematic

distracting familial obligations,

dependence on others

and

for self-esteem were overcome only by

extraordinary resilience,
assessment.

full

It remains

perseverance and serious

self-

to be seen how much more leverage

could be gained by creating less hostile environments to
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encourage the qualities which led these women to successful
endeavors.
Of course,

one must ask whether the barriers

themselves actually contribute to the epiphany and selfrealization about
Further,

the choices each Ada has

in her own life.

one must wonder whether traditional students may

be condemned to a less
they take

introspective development

for granted their opportunity to pursue the

development of their intellect).

Or have they,

experienced life changing epiphanies,
internal,

rather than external,

traditional
is

student

is

smoother,

less noticeable,

directed choice.
her own voice,

mechanisms?

It seems
for the

characterized by change

and thereby less prone to self-

Has the traditional

or must

too,

manifested by

probable that the normal developmental process

that

(because

student discovered

she await adversity or existential

anxiety to push her to find it?

Perhaps

such discovery of

voice varies considerably among students.
is obvious that this group of Adas had,
heard and heeded their inner voices
time they entered Smith.
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Nonetheless,

it

for the most part,

in profound ways by the

CHAPTER 6

SUMMARY

Overall
Considering the diversity of the Adas,

it

is

remarkable that they have as many characteristics
as they do.
Rico,

They came

from France,

England,

in common

Sweden,

Puerto

in addition to urban and rural areas of the United

States;

from wealthy,

from all age groups.
very poorly.

Yet,

and experience,

middle class,

and poor families;

Some excelled in high school,

and

some did

despite the wide variety of background

several common themes do emerge

from their

admission folders:
1)

They are afflicted by unrealistically low academic
self-esteem,

2)

regardless of performance.

They demonstrate significant achievement
academic areas,

such as music,

writing,

in nonleadership,

volunteering;
3)

They exhibit
difficult

4)

strength and resilience in the

face of

family situations;

They report reaching a turning point in their lives
when they become aware of the legitimacy of their own
voices and they then return to education;

5)

Recent evidence demonstrates their intense motivation
to pursue their education;

6)

They possess

self-reflective ability;

7)

They write well.
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and

Predictive Ability of High School Records
The answer to my first question

(Could one have

predicted that these women would and could become such high
achievers?)
areas of

is an unqualified

life,

if not

"yes."

in academics,

Achievement

was unquestionably

exhibited in the records of this cohort of Adas.
other hand,

in other

On the

the traditional criteria of high school grades,

rank in class,

and SAT scores,

proved to be non-significant

predictors of their success at Smith.

Warren Willingham's

study found that personal qualities and non-academic
achievement were predictive of academic success only above
and beyond sound academic records
student population.
indicate that
predictors

However,

for the traditional

the results of this study

these qualities are among the significant

for this cohort of non-traditional students.

William Sedlacek found non-academic criteria a valid
predictor of academic success

for Black students,

some of

which apply to returning women,

namely realistic self¬

appraisal,

situations,

overcoming difficult

non-academic areas.
traditional

and success

in

The acceptance and use of these non-

criteria are essential

if colleges wish to

erode the access barrier to equal education for women and
minorities who have been temporarily side-tracked by an
environment

lacking in support.

The SAT scores are traditional and primary criteria
used by 1,500

colleges in the United States.

However,

Ada cohort's SAT scores proved to be extremely non-
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the

significant predictors of

success at Smith.

Half of the

cohort were admitted without

submitting SAT scores and the

lack of

inconsequential.

this

information was

They were

admitted with unusual weight placed on non-academic
measures to judge their readiness and ability,

and these

criteria proved to be accurate.
Controversy abounds regarding the validity of the
/

SATs.
Test

The test's name was changed from Scholastic Aptitude
to Scholastic Assessment Test

in 1994

in response to

growing criticism about the accuracy of what the name
implies.
test

Crouse and Trusheim describe the creation of the

in their book,

The Case Against the SAT.

(1988):

Even though the commission linked the SAT to
intelligence tests, it seemed to back away from
strong claims about how well the SAT measured
general intelligence: "Any claims that aptitude
tests now in use really measure 'general
intelligence' or 'general mental ability' may or
may not be substantiated."
Actually it is not
even clear that the commission felt obligated to
say what the SAT did measure, since it added
later in the same publication "nor is it
necessary to prove before adoption exactly what
the tests measure." (p. 23)
Crouse and Trusheim show in their study that the SAT's do
not help admission offices

improve their admission

decisions over and above using high school course-work and
grades.

They also point out the negative effects of

relying on SAT scores
students.

for non-white and low-income

The creators of the exam assume that all

children are receiving the same
way.

For example,

information in the same

the math section assumes that the

students have had exposure to certain math principles.
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In

reality,

schools vary,

offer trigonometry,

and teachers vary.

Not all

schools

and not all students are encouraged to

take the higher level math courses even when they are
available.
A new study on the use of SAT scores,
"Bewitched,

Bothered,

and Bewildering:

of State SAT and ACT Scores,"

The Use and Misuse

published in the

issue of the Harvard Educational Review,
scores are

spring 1996

shows that SAT

significantly affected by the school districts'

per-pupil expenditures,

and how much education the

student's parents have had.

Again,

it

is alleged that the

tests measure the exposure to content,
teaching,

called

and the parents'

education,

the quality of
rather than the

innate ability of the student to learn.
discern how the parents'

education affected SAT scores,

although they found that parental
significant

They did not

income did not have a

effect.

The authors of both studies

fear that misuse of the

SAT's and misunderstanding of what the tests actually
measure,

can cause great

social harm.

Many of the women in

my study would have been denied the opportunity for the
excellent education they were capable of

if the SAT's were

used as an important measure of their ability.
controversy over the applicability of the SATs
traditional

students points,

therefore,

The
for non-

to the need to

identify and begin using more appropriate ways to judge the
admissibility of non-traditional students.
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The risk of

excluding important talent
risk of

including some

from schools

far outweighs the

for whom traditional

"quantitative"

measures appear to point to their probable failure.

The

risk of the

latter is not supported by my research.

The

risk of the

former is powerfully illustrated by the stories

of success

in this group of Adas.

t’

Effect of External and Psychosocial Factors on
Epistemological Development
Themes describing the Adas'

backgrounds and

environments were of particular interest to me when reading
the essays

in their folders.

characteristics

I was looking for common

in their environments that might have an

effect on their academic success.

Academic Support and Self-Confidence
It became evident that one of the principal
psychosocial

influences on the Adas self-confidence was

academic support,

or lack thereof,

counselors and teachers.

from family,

Fifty-one percent

had support neither in school nor at home.
of my findings with Belenky,
Tarule

(1986)

said that they
The confluence

Goldberger,

and

in their study on women's epistemological

development and how it
remarkable.

Clinchy,

school

is intertwined with self-concept,

They found that

precedes development.

for women,

confirmation

Women need to know that

competent before they begin,

unlike men,

is

they are

who are more

comfortable with proving themselves along the way and being
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rewarded at the end with a statement of confidence in their
Belenky,
educational

et al.

were aware of the effect that the

system has on women,

that

undermines their self-confidence:

it alienates them and

"Our major educational

institutions-particularly our secondary and post¬
secondary schools-were originally founded by men for the
education of men"

(1986,

establish support

socially before being able to establish

confidence
is

p.

5).

intellectually makes sense,

likely that

doubt herself

in the

first place.

constant message

cohort,

identification with a group

from parents,

media,

Belenky,

it

Whether it takes the

that has been stereotyped,

text books,

considering that

societal negation of her worth makes a woman

form of personal criticism of
(females)

The need for women to

peers,

et al.

or both,

it

is often a

secondary school teachers,

and husbands.

also found,

as

I

found in the Ada

that academic achievers were not more confident

in

their academic ability than those who were not doing well
academically
esteem.

:

".

Indeed,

.

.

achievement does not guarantee self¬

highly competent girls and women are

especially likely to underestimate their abilities"

(p.

196) .
Another report which discusses the profound effects of
the environment on a woman's
therefore,
Climate:

self-confidence and,

on academic achievement,

A Chilly One

for Women?"

is

"The Classroom

(1982).

Sandler and Roberta Hall documented 30 ways
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Authors Bernice
in which

faculty members treat
students.

female students differently than male

These seemingly small

inequities accumulate to

have a profound detrimental effect on female participation
and academic

self-confidence.

Sandler and Hall have just

published a sequel to their original report,
Classroom Climate:
Women"

(1996).

"The Chilly

A Guide to Improve the Education of

In this report,

they look at additional

factors that effect the classroom climate,
different pedagogical

styles,

such as

the curriculum,

and the

relationships between male and female students.

Socio-economic Class
Another factor which I was not coding when reading the
autobiographies,

but which was mentioned by several Adas as

a barrier to furthering education,
The blue-collar families,

teachers,

counselors discouraged females
intersection of gender,

is

socio-economic class.

and high school

from attending college.

self-esteem,

and class

The

issues would

be an interesting area for further research.
What
processes,

is needed,

perhaps,

structures,

confidence can be
Some clues were

is to identify those

and mechanisms by which self-

instilled,

or preserved,

found in the biographies.

for women are quite varied,

in young women.
The expectations

and several women reported

struggling to prove themselves

in a variety of venues.

Their application to Smith appeared to culminate this
search for external validation of their worth,
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in several

cases.

It would be

apparent
GPAs,

interesting to discover whether the

success of these women,

has

as evidenced by their high

in fact elevated their self-esteem.

possible that

in spite of their apparent

still view themselves

in an overly modest

It

is

success they may
fashion.

Difficult Home Environment
Other factors that
achievement

interfered with Adas'

academic

in secondary school are difficult

circumstances

(80%),

including abuse,

family

poverty,

and illness,

and the extraordinary responsibilities of caring for
parents,

siblings,

missing.

These

and the home when parents are ill or

family circumstances preempted school work

and in some cases caused the Adas to drop out of school.
How do young women develop skills to cope with and manage
difficult circumstances?
compensation,

What mechanisms of

support,

or allowances can be made by schools for

troubling and distracting family circumstances?

American

education has a tradition of making such allowances

for

workers

(summer

(typically males)

vacations,

from farms,

work study programs),

but

and factories

family caretakers

have not been granted similar status.

What Motivated the Adas to Return to Education?
They were not motivated by external reasons,
"it

is a good thing to do,"

them to,

such as

or because their parents wanted

or to improve job skills.
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Rather these women

returned to gain control of their lives,
choices,

to fulfill themselves and their hunger for

knowledge,

to fulfill their dreams of becoming writers,

psychologists,

biologists,

doctors,

humanity and the environment,
contributions to the world.
the Adas

to open up their

clergy,

to care

for

and to make other meaningful
These are the reasons given by

in their autobiographies.

For most of the Adas

these desires had been long ignored or repressed as they
listened to others'

judgments and expectations

for them.

Some were confused by the multiple and multifaceted
messages they received from the external world.
messages were not

The

in congruence with their own voice and

desire to control their own destiny.
The most

interesting and unexpected theme that emerged

from the essays was the mention of the moment

in time when

they became aware that these suppressed desires could no
longer be denied,
voices

that they had to listen to their own

in order to save themselves.

This moment of

epiphany may be associated with a transition from one
developmental
model,

stage to another.

women progress

from the

In Belenky's developmental
initial

stage of perceiving

knowledge as coming from an outside authority,
"voice"

of their own.

"Received Knowledge"
stage,

having no

They move eventually from this
stage to the

where they listen to the

"Subjective Knowledge"

inner voice,

to the most

highly developed cognitive stage where they have learned to
integrate their own voices with others'
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voices,

and to

combine

feeling and reasoning.

"Constructed Knowledge,
that the epiphany,

or

This

later stage

Integrating the Voices."

"awareness of

self"

is

labeled

It may be

that the Adas

describe as either coming on suddenly or over a specific
period of time,

is the result of a transition to a new

stage of development
of their own

"voice."

at this moment of
to as

in which they recognize the

legitimacy

Belenky's also describes an epiphany

transition,

although it

is not referred

such in their study:
The turning point often was a vividly remembered
precise moment in time--late one afternoon
sitting on the porch after the chores were done,
or for one woman, on a particular morning while
looking at herself in the mirror." (p. 56)
Motherhood was the catalyst

several of

the Adas

for transformation for

in this study and was

for many women in

the Belenky study also:
. . . motherhood initiates a transformation, an
epistemological revolution.
This may be their
first experience being the responsible
responsible rather than the dependent one." (p.
35)
Again,

the

interplay of family and personal

relationships appear to operate in powerful ways on the
epistemological development of these women.
and college officials tend,

at best,

to ignore the family

circumstances of prospective students.
homogeneity of circumstances.

It

Yet our school

They assume

is rare to see college

officials who ask questions about the

family circumstances

in their applications or registration process,
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aside from

assessing the economic
in the case of

financial aid.

My conclusions
1)

implications of these circumstance

from this study are:

Traditional measures of academic potential are
not valid predictors

2)

for women returning.

There are non-traditional predictors which are
valid predictors.

3)

Admissions officers need to look at their use of
traditional and non-traditional criteria more
carefully.

4)

A piecemeal approach to continuing education
programs

5)

is not

sufficient.

Colleges need to be aware of

institutionalizing

discrimination with the use of SATs and other
traditional criteria which under-predict academic
ability in oppressed groups.

Weaknesses of Study and Recommended Future Research
One of the

limiting factors of educational research is

that control groups are not available.

Only the students

who were accepted and who enrolled at the college can be
included in outcomes research.

Comparisons can not be made

with the student outcomes of those who were not deemed
acceptable

in the admission process.

this study is that the numbers
because of the

Another weakness of

in the cohorts were

low,

length of time it took to accumulate the

data from the admission folders,
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read and code three essays

for each student,

and figure GPAs by hand

calculate GPAs at

that time;

If this

it was against their policy).

study were to be repeated today,

analysis would take much less time.
that could be performed and its
therefore

limited.

(Smith did not

the quantitative

Statistical analysis

interpretation was

I did several tests anyway to see

if

significant relationships could be found even with low
numbers,

which would indicate that the relationships are

strong.

The

study should,

sample to see
This
1985.

however,

be done on a larger

if other relationships were missed.

study was done on women who graduated in 1984

It would be

interesting to compare these results

with a study done today on current Adas to see
characteristics or psychosocial
over time.

and

if their

influences have changed

Because these Adas have been out of college now

for over 10 years,

and they proved to be a self-reflective

group,

interesting to ask them to write essays

it would be

on their lives

since graduating.

Further research on the association of the experience
of epiphany with transition from one developmental
another would be

interesting and would add to the knowledge

of women's development.
see if these
college

succeed at

It would also be interesting to

findings could be replicated at

level.

stage to

Perhaps women who are most

the community

likely to

community colleges exhibit a different

personal qualities that predict this success.
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set of

The concept of measuring individual differences
pace f academic development

is

intriguing.

in the

What causes

certain women to find their inner voices sooner than
others?

Are certain life-struggles more likely to enhance

or produce self-awareness or to produce the burning desire
for learning?

Are there optimal points

in a woman's

when the college experience is most beneficial?

life

Do these

points differ substantially from the traditional points,
based on male developmental models?

Can we find indicators

or predictive techniques to identify such turning points
a woman's

life

in order to design more appropriate

educational delivery systems

for women?
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