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LBSTRACT
.

.. /n.1974, as part of the )rational Assessiert of
Educational Progress (NAEP) survey in writing, 4.1600'17-year-old high
school students were asked to write an essay- defending their position
on women's' place in the home. About half respondedjthat'At shouldbe
a. women's choice whetheR to be a homemaker, career woman, or both..
About twenty percent tail- wowen-shouIt-he-allowed-to-work-unde&
certain'conditigns, such as when they do not have children. Nearly
thirty percent said women definitely belong At hcie-. Predictably,
more females that males felt that women"' should hive a cholveabout
working. In Addition,.attituWes and reasons. given for staying at eome
were examined-extensively. Findings-suggest that many young American
Womenare uncertain about, theii future roles in society; new and
broadeiinq job opportunities for:women 'are encouraging career
aspirations that conflict directly with traditional values.. Writing .

ability was also. measured and'cladsilied-as inadequate, rarely
adeguatee.competent, or excellent. Mote pia'n half the 177year-olds
could- write competently; or better. Aboutkthirty percent; however, did
not-show an understanding of the basic methods of persuasive Writing.
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This article, by Deriver -freelance writer Peggy Gander., appeared .
in condensed_ .version in the June 1977 HARP Newsletter.
kory rieople were instrumental ,in the analysis -that undeigirded
the development of this article. ,kioeciat thanks should -go to
mna Mullis Senz-br =Research Ana Mgst in EP's Department of
An4lisie ,i;nd Igoe oh, Alex' Pearson, Statietioal- Research
Assodiate.-4 ,end ..T t Bailey and 'Valerie Dol'zieis;,'Resi3ca.ch Assiatcpsts.
Credit shauid go a. ate) Sue :Worthen and tha.,sciming staff at
Miasurement Reirecaech =Center in Iowa City, Iowa,

- -.

"a t



"A WOMAN'S PLACE"
I

The Working woman is a fact_of,contemporary AmekiCan- life. &ire

./
than half of all eclat women now work,end U, S. Labor DepartMent studies

indicate that 9"out of every 10 females will work outside the home at
..

._ --__
. some point in their -lives. '''The ranic of working women cut.acrosa All.

, , , , -----_____:_.

°

.

, -4.- . ,

_ age and income levels aad rpnge froi etng3.e-women to married mothers .of
, 1 , ---

a

preschool children. -- -----_,
s 6 I.

-.

. .

Although women in theNnitgeStates have; been employed, to some

'exteat, ever since the country,was founded, their itgact on. the labor_

.

..- -
. , 1'sr

.. .,
,

market has been fairly minimal until the latter'part.ok this. century. .1 ,-
.. .

. A a 1 # 1 '
According to the' Bureau of Labor Statistics, Women filled 2 odt af every.

10 jobs in 1920: E 1973, -the female share, of the market tadvdoubled,
. .

. .
.

1.
, with women occupying 4 of every Ijobs.

4' .
... i

, .

. r : 14 i4

In 1974, ai-a small part oethe NationalvAs'eessment. of Educational
I

8r. V....-.,

A.4.,

. L - . ,

Progkess ANAEP) survey in yritidg, 4i600 17-year7old high school student's

were asked to write an'essay from the following: b"Somi peoplepelieve
<

,

that a womaa¶d,Tlace, is in- the home. Others 46 hot.% Take -one side 'of

.
.ihis issue. W rite an essay iu which you State your position- ad-defend

it.1'

'

.
.

- About'haff responded that !a woman's place is where she-wants It. to
. .1

. be," that is, it should be her choice whether to be a homemaker, c4reer .

(woman
or both.

AbOut.20Xvsaid women sho be allowed to work =Wei' certain. %,
4 ,

. ' .

conditions, such as if they-do not have Nearly 3(M-said-women
. -, -,

, .

definit2iy, beloig at home.

.
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Predictably.. -more females than males el; women shotild have -a choice abdui
4 .

'iqorking. A total of 58% of the females said women should work wherever .

they want,.wHile 41% of the males shared this opinion. ,Converdely, 37%

of the males,felt wf3men-belonged at hbme compared with 21% of the females.

Writing Ability 4easured

The essay question was part of thewriting assessment
--.

to 80,000 9-, 13- and 17-Year-olds. The-scoring of."womala
.

that was given

's place" ,sought

to measure an ability to write persuasively. Those assessed were,askad
.

.
,

.
.

to take -one side of the.issue, state -a position and defend:it. Scotas

N V - -

were not based on spelling, syntax or the writer's point of view, but

On the writer's ability to defend his or her position; the essays were,
. .

read by experienced English and compobition teachers. Each essay was
. _ .

. .

-rated by'two r4der6; /4 they disagreed, the score was reconciled byla

-**4-

third. The essays were grouped into four categories:- inadequate,

-

barely adequate, competent-and excellent. Accofding-to NatiOnal Assessment

,
. _

Analyst Ina Mullis, more than half the-17-year-olds could' write

competently or better. -About 30%, however, ','did -not show an-understanding

of the basic methods uses, -to write--pervuadively.1

The 30% who ranked in the inadequate categdry either did-not-take a

clear position - or stated a positionftbuf gave no r easons. In the following

example, the-writer seems to argue in favor of both sides of the issue:-

A yeoman's place is not at home because I know she wouldn't like to

be at home all the-tiia-doing housework everyday, 'mit if she has

,kids she would have to pay somebody to*watchikhem, that's if-slle
had a job.

The competent essayp maintained a -position'and listed at-least one

reason with, some supporting details or two or-three unsupportedreasona:

$ t. One should not-generalize-about "a womaes.place" becauSe.like mew,
-a woman should have -the choice 6f-her profession. Being a house-- .

wife-is like any Other full time j6b whidh should be cholea _by the %
individual. Keeping wonieta in one profession ii.like telling all

men to do the -same job. In this_Vay, our society would not-be

-d
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well rounded or ptosper because of the imbalance. Women are
human beings- like men and. should be given the fu5ertght of

.
choice:

.1 believe that women are equal to men and should hay e the-rights
of men. 173y should not be made b stay in the-homi because
tradition -aidiates that.- Yomen..:today -have -much-more Nfreejide

becanse of the use of machines to do house work so they Should
be able to do something worthwhile with their time. 'And be .able
'to gtt--opt and work at jobs which the-y- fell they are qualified.
Women have as much right to work and be independent as any man
does.

I believe a woman's place iS at home. The wife should be taking .
;care of the family and home. for that -is her_lob. I do agree
that- if the home needs pore money t-hit she should wbrk, but -not
as a career. Too many famili-as end broken up'because if both
working, =tang home to 'a dirty blouse and .both very tired. Also .

the man...,is the lead. Often the *man thinks she can wear the
pants,' which I don't agree with at all.

Essays that -were, rated extillent took a consistent,sitiOn and

gave, two or more suppeirted reasons -or four or more unsupported-creasofis:-
. .

The woman place should be. In'the time bTacatise of the ontwr,--1"
ibtheS ilow.her down. Eor instance let's say a-
woman.trys to work on ii-job that -requires manual labor heavily. A

'She -Would only get. in the wa'y or getiherself hurt. The woman
,shOuld stay'at home so that, she can- cook; Clein house, and I

take .care.of the children because a mejority of the-women
while thei are girls are raised in a environment where they are
'taught to te a mother and housekeeper. While on. the other hand
the-man is taught to ,be the person that works and provide for
'fimily and no -to be a housemaid. Wothenrare always preaching
about liberation but when they get a chance to prove they are
equal the .majority prove 'that they are Mouth. than- fact. Even
in tile Bible the. scriptures show that the woman is in the
hotie While -tbe- tan is in'the fields 'working. Therefore a woman
ahould'stay in the hOme liecailse she was raised, with the idea to
stay id the hi**.

A woman's :plstce is- not ta the home. Wotan are humid beings, it
isitheir God given right to pticsue what ever career they desire.
Life, liberty and the puituit'of happiness have beta mentioned
'in the Declaration of Independence, yet women lave been denied
their tights in this sexist society, Not AverYone wants to 49-_
the samalob. or pursue the same goalsrsiust woman` be limited
to psi narrowly defined epherii- of activity? No, * resounding not
W e are image, 'hut:an beings with as complex mental, *Motional,
physical needs mci, a fact ignor4. Wit are regarded as the
second sex, the incomplete sex; satiaifed a''31i-t- made. whole only
by a family And it is this false assumption shared by twiny /

'S
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men andwoen7 too, fosterer by 'thc-society we live in that has
destroyed,many lives becausd people.were not allowed tcrexpress
the fail range of their Godgiven-pifts and creativity.

Vgtroutly feelthat a`vomans place is.noein the home its anywhere
she chooses. .First because she is-4 woman, people-label her as a

housewife who' sit home all day and wash dillies.. There; are -many'
womaavhonaye,alot to offer. They have _the abilityto'do a mans

- job. so they should be_permitted. 'I think its find.for the
woman wha choose -tb have this.kind,oflife, but for those who do

,not they dederve an equal opportunity. They should not be
.

, classified as housewife, this is just one occupation, They have
the right to decide. what to 6 with their life;'

.2' .

.,

when women are disci when:seeking ajob, this'is'

where it is totally unfair. If the woman has,thezfibility they

,should not even think twice, to hire her if he qualifies. Woman

who devote'their entire gfetime td sitting home wiping- -runny
noses just because of tradition are ruining there lives, Z feel.
There-is time to -take care of the-family-Wt she should develop-

-.her other skillstandtalents regardless of its an actress or an
executive. -1 think they forget that you only have -one life! ,

Significantly more females than males wrote essays batedcompeteat

or better. The differene was greatet among. the excellent, rather than
.

. ,

the competent, essays.

'On this particular writing exercise; only 4 p.ergentagepoidts

separated the performance of blacks and whites., whereas the ave'rage
- -

difference betweka.bleas and whites on other writing exercises was
a

. .

approXimately 10 perceatage poiats. -i. 1 -,
e.

4
w

0 k -.'Mose who.performed.least well, were writers whose Parents had no
(:

. . . .
. .

-----bitb-Wahbral-WdUatfourvilearly7.37Z-of-theselriters-opmpaaad-InadeqUate __-_

essays, compared with lies than 30Z-Iakdequate essays for ail other

levelsof parches education. ; '
.

. .
L

1(t
In addition to. thk.overall.fability to write persuasively, each

essay was examined to deteriine whetheit contained reasons, or suppertiag.

evidence basid on sobicthingother than the wrl erts personal

Eighty-po;cent of the mums contained no such'refirences. Those essays

-that contained kome-mantion of-an authoritative'source were more often,
.

rip
Written, by feMales- thin -by. Males.

S
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Mare than half such-references listed legal rights as jus tification

or the,writer's point of view, such as: "Each hman being has the right, a"

tOdo what he or she wants to do. The.seCond-t-ost comra6n type cif reference-,

was f oonventiddaa-asdom\suCh as using phrase's like "breadwinner" for

1

husbands and "the, weaker sex" for females. ,O thers referred to authoritative'

. ,

sources; such as God or scientific discoyeries. Personal experience, .

.
.

. . -

history and analogies also were citedi)--
../

-

,Although. writing is -a difficult-task for most, people, it isworth

,
oting that 99 percent of the students completedLthe.woman's:plaCe

.

question. All National Assessment 'surveys are voluntary-.

t

I. males and ferules were more closely in igteemeni in the nation's 'heartland

Attitudes Vary Widely
_

When the attitude aspect Of-the question is_masured by sex, rate

and, region of :the counti-y,it becomes clear that I7Lyeav-olds have widely

diverging opinions on this subject. In/every.reporting group the

.
$ -

females wioteth the effect that "a woman's place is where she wants .it
.

. / .

to be" more often than the males.' The disparity was greatest'in the

Southeast where 26 percentage points separateE; dthe sexes.-- a division

that has sobering implications for both marriage' and. work relationships.
- '

06.1ff 35% of the males in:the-Southeast-felt women should- be Able to take

.

a choice; compaied with 40% of the males in other regions.

Thtfree choice sentiment was most prevalent among females in the-

Eastern part of the country. Tax both the `Northeast ant: the Southeast,

more than 60% shared this opinion, compared with slightly more than 50%

of t4 -females in-the Central and_Westerm_regitids.-- Torthia reason,

and the West.
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Black 17-Year-olds had mote clear-dut, opinions than their white

- .
counterparts. Although 20% of the white students gave a conditional

answer, just 12 % of the-blacks qualified their response. BlaCks were

also.slightly
t
more likely to answer "where she want s" than whites.

-

National Assessment collects results by seven sizes and iypes of

communities, ranging from sparsely settled rural areas to several.

. .

, .
categories of cities. The rural teenagers, who live in farOndriented. . .

-
. commu,niLes, led the nation with "in- the -home" responses. Thirty;

, -

eight percent of the rural students- shared this opinion.
. ,

-"Perhaps this reflectis a different pereption of :the statement,,;

.
a woman's place is in 'the. home'," said Roy Forlies, director of National

"Asdes-dment. "Women play an integral part in the .operation of a fproly-;
- I

.4

run.farci. Therefore, staying at home may ife--viewed- by-' rural youths as

.

taking a partnership role dn.-the, fatiily busineSs." Forbed also noted
A 0I

that job opportunities outside the home are more limited inrural areas. -.

At the opposite end of the idealogicil spectrum were, stOdents

.
from affluent arets'. -All other co=unitygroups responded ab'otit the,
national These groups incldded students froni small .= medium-,
sized cities, thodfrom ditSdvantaged metrSpolitan. areas alai tb

, - .
.k

a - - . - -

from urban sections that are neither affluent nor disadvantaged.
i .

s

There was a high correspondence between the- level of parental--

education and attitudes on women and.wOrk., Among 17-year-,olds, the ,

-more education, one or both parents receive, the more likely it is enat '

he or she will favor free choice for woten. -.lust 44% of the writers

whose parents had no high school education said 'a woman's place is

. where she wants it. to be;. It reaches it's peak, 54%, with students whose

parents- had* some postr.high school training.

.
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,

Level of
Parent'-s Education Mmes` -BFe malie--

. __ ____
NES vi. Thdse whose parent' -s} have ha_a, no, high echocii education. -, :'

gES is Those -who have at least -one pirent with some -high school education.

MS *- Mode who- -at lent` one parent who graduated from high school.
,. NI, .

PBS 3.. Those -who lave ,at leait one parent who has had some. post high school education.

4

I'



lv

Reasons Gi Staying at HO= A
. .

Nearly one-half of 17-year-olds felt women should stay home.,

either categorically or'onder certain conditions. Although many reasons

were given, the one most frequently mentioned was the women's obligation

to raise children. About three-fourths of,both the "conditional"

writers andthe "in-th-home" writers mentioned children. ,This consider-

ation was included more,frequently by the females, especially those who

felt AI women should stay at home.

"Financial'realities may force hard decisions on/those who hold

strong convictions about working mothers," said-Mullit. Departmedt of

//*Labor statistics for 1973 indicate that:half of allimarried women with

.,,. /

school-age children work. TWo-thirds of the divorCed,'widowed and -,,
. /

separated Women with school-age children work.' The proportions of

significant: One-third of the married women 4th children and one-half
.-,

s -

s

,

.

: -

women with preschool children who work are smaller., but they are still

the widowed, divorced and separated mothers.
I (

4

"Very few writers mentioned financial need as As circumstanc%undir

'which women might work," she continued. pet;'-ii-e7;ureau of Labor Statistics

reports that 58% of all working omen are either self-supporting or are

/
forried.to men-who mak -ess than $7,000 a year.. When theeumber of

women whose,husbandt make lest: than 10;000 a year are added, the -total

-is-f1%-of all women workers. Obvi usly, she noted, "for most families,

etezmtigng whether a woman will work."

Although economics mayfnot/have been foiemost in the minds of the

"conditional" and "in-the -hom" responies, traditional wolilan's work

evidently was. Nearly three-fourths:Of the ia-the-home proponents --

the same-proportion that mentioned child-rearing -- said women should-

remain at home to cook and clean hod:se, One-fourth wrote that women

".
should not work because they need to-take care of their hutbands.

12
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Proimftionately fewer-of the conditional writers mentAoned:these
.... a t.

responsibilities,as obstacles to outside employment. '''
, .

...
/ I . f

About 7% of all ,.7=7ear-olds argued that women should remain at time

-,..

.

for dogmatic reasons,:suchas "that's the 'way Ivis:" Anotifer 4% saidwomen

1

-

, were indapab3etof woricing, Although nearly three times -- :-',,- hales as
. .

.
1 .

-
.

femal s used this afguMent, about 2% -of the 17-year-ol.., Idles felt -

.

,

1
;

, i' (

4 '- y ,..

*me were incapable of working. ,

A .

Within the iMits.of a single, essay question-, it is not possibl'Ar,:-.

'tQ determine thej depth of the convictions stated. It ii-interesting .

.

nete,-howe et, that on a career and occupational development survey

.given_ by etional Assessment the same year, just 3% of the 17-year-old

females 1.isted "housewife as their first choice for a career, compared

\

with 21% of the female writers who insisted that women's place Was in'

*ar c-
the-home`.

.,-

t'"Such findings suggest that Mihy-young Amezican women are ,uncertain

I

-

about their.future roles insociety," Forbes said. "s a Kew and broadening '

' r

jobiopportunities-for women are encouraging career aspirations

conflict directly with traditional values ."
-

-st
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