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ABSTRACT

The positive and -negative effects of a woman's return
to shcool on herself and her family was the object of a study
conductad in 1975. Two detailed questicanaires sere completed by 361
women -attending three Detroit area universities. -Of the 361
respondents, 33 of them Lkad not remained in school for scre than o
three consecutive semesters since their return and were considered
"drop-outs." "Successful® students had either already graduated or |
were still in school. Hypotheses vere Froposed to identify variables ;
that would distinguish drop-outs from successful students. It was
anticipated that drop-ou:s (1) would exgerience more stress; (2)
would receive less support from their husbands; and (3) would feel i
less positive about their marriages than would successful students. .
The chi square test of significance was emplcyed to test the
differences between the two groups. Hypothesis I was upheld. '
Hypothesis II, testing husband support, yielded less clear-cut |
resitlts. Responses involving the third.hypothesis {attitude toward
marriage) were also mixed. It was concluded that despite the problems
and étrains encountered in returning to school, the impact of *
education on these women has been profcund and the benefits well |
worth ‘the costs. (Author)
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ABSTRACT

The positive and negaﬁivq effects of a woméﬁ's return to school on
hergelf and her family Qas the object of a study conducted in 1975. Two
detailed questionnaires were completed by 361 women attending éhree .
Detroit aréa universities. The participants were mainly white, middle )
class, suburban housewives. Most were undergraduates; 5Q%\Eié/Equf;;;,/’————_b A
to school as freshmen. All were born prior te 1950, -were marr;ed when .
they returned to school, had at least.one child living at home, and had
enrolled for eight or more credit hours the winter term of 1974. Of the
361 respondants {(comprising 75% of the reachable subjects), 33 of them
(9%) héd not remained in school for more than three co?secutive semesters
since their return and were considered "d?op-outs." "Successful" students (
had either already éraduated or were still in school. ) . l

Hypotheses were proposed with the intention of identifyiné variables {
that would distinguish "drop-outs}' from "successful" studeuts. It was
anticipated that "dcop-outs" (I) would experience more stress, (II) would l
receive less support from their husbands, and (III) would feel less positive
about their marriages than would "successful" students. The chi square
test of significance was employed to test the differences between the two
groups.

Hypothesis I was upheld. While at least half the women found specific
areas to be problematic to some extent (e.g.: time for myself, time for
children, taking on too many responsibilities, neglecting housework, inte-

grating my responsibilities as student, wife, and mother), ''drop-outs"

indicated that these areas created significantly greater problems for them
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. the women's return to

.been very satisfied initiall},now gave distinctly diyergent responses:

Berkove

~

than they did for the. "successful" students. Hypothesis II, testing husband
support, yielded less clear-cut results. While husbands of "drop-outs"

) vi
of fared significantly less functional support (i.e. help with héusehold

chores) than husbands of "successful" students, the amount of perceived

emotional support received from the husbands was not significantly different

between the two groups. Responses iﬁvolving the third hypothesis (attitudé

toward marriage) were also mixed. It became obvious that in many instances

schooiihad positive effects on their marriages, even
3. * « ~ -

. for "drop-outs." On the other hand, when asked how satisfied they were with

- ) .
their marriages before re-entry and at the present time, the women who had

.

the "successful" students' opinions rose significantly and the "drop-outs'"

opinions feil significantly '

In a@dition to these hypotheses, the purely positive effects of return-
ing to school were discussed, particularly as they related to the women's
personal growth. It was concluded thaF despite the proElems and strains en-

\

countered in returning to school, the impact of education on these womep

has been profound and the benefits well worth the costs.

This research project has been funded by a dissertation
grant from the U. S, Department of Labor, Manpower Division.
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.aware, greater numbers of mature women, particularly housewives

- 3 .
- all levels. This runs the gamut from non-credit adult education

ments of everyone. This particular project on returning women

" study was to locate variables that would distinguish !drop-outs"

¥ o . - I

Background and Rationale

As you who are involved with higher education are probably

and mothers, are returning to school than ever before. Whether
it is to begin or upgrade a career or simply to develop and expand

their talents and interests, women are returning to education at

courses to university programs offering advanced degrees. 1In
1972, the Labor Qgpartmgnt reported that 262,000 women aged 35
years and over were enrolload in colleges as undefgraduate and
graduate students (U.S. Department -of-Labor: —"Goifig Back to
School at 35," 1972): Of'the;e, seven out of ten were married
and nearly all were in school part-time..

While a return to school requires adjustments of everyone,
women who continue their educations after their families arer
started face particular difficulties. The demands of being a

student in addition to wife and mother often result in considerable

strain on the established family routine and require new adjust-

students was devised to explore the ways in which families react
to the housewives' return to school and the ways in which the women ',//

handle the challenges that confront them. One object of this

P

from "successful" students.. A "successful" student is défined
as the returning student who was able to either complete a degrez
or teaching certificate'within a time span of at least a year ard

a half from her return to college or to continue taking courses
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for at least a year and a half. A "drop-out" is defined as the
{
" student who was unable to remain in school for more than three

~

semesters after her réturn. '
Considering these two groups, I will report resﬁlts involving
three distinct areas: th% amount of Stress, feeliﬁgs toward. the . .
marriage and degree of husband support experienced by the ré¥u§ning
! .
women students. It was hypothesized that "drop-outs" would experience
more stréss, feel iéss posi%ive about their m;rriages and would
receivé less support from their husbands than would'"succe§§ful"
‘students. Chi square analysis was employed and results at the

.05 level of significance and greater will be reported. In addition,

I wiil include comments made by the women themselves where relevant.

y
F

LS

I have attemoted to choose those statements that are not only well

articulated but are also representative of the thoughts expressed

- by a majority of the women on a partiéular subject.

Methodology

The sﬁbjects of the étudy were chosen from among women
enrolled in three universities in the Detroit metropolitan area
in the winter of 1974. It was anticipated that the time span of
a year and a half between date of enrollment -- i.e. winter,

1974 -- and date of receiving the questionnaire -- i.e.isummer,
1975 -- would allow for the establishment of a "drop-out" as well

- ‘as a “successful"™ réturning student population.

The women were selected for the study according to the following

parameters: they were married at the time of their return to

school, were age 26 or older, had at least one child living at
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hcme while they were enrolled, and were carrying 8 credit hours.

or more. In June, 1975, the womeh wekre sent a 12-page questionnaire;
that November, they received a two—€7§e bupplementary questionnaire.
In addltlon, the women who had not retirned the ihitial questionnaire

were sent another one. After a number of follow-up phone.calls,

361 women, or 75% of the reachable subjects, returned usable

questionnaires. Of those, 33 women or 9%,“were1fdrop—outs." While
this number is small, the difference in responses between "drop-outs"
and "successful" ‘students,  is, significant enough in key areas to ’

warrant serious consideration.

Description of the Subjects

3

The women who participated in the study were mainly white

3

(85%) middle-class, suburban housewives, ranging in age from 26
to 61 with an average age of 39. Ninety percent of all woman
("drop-outs:" 85%) were either still married or had remarried.
Their husbands were well-educated and many held positions at
supervisory and professional levels. The number of children in the
families studied ranged from 1 to 10 and the average number ot
childien per family was 4. Wwhile the average ‘age of the youngest
child was in the 7 to 12 year ‘age range, over 10% of the women
had at least one child under the age of 3.
3

‘The women were basicaily homemakers. Over half of them
had been home full-time the year before they“returned to school
ahd had not been involved in volunteer work. These were women who

grew up with the idea that home and family came first and they'

returned to school not out of a need to, eventually get a job (16%)

/




bat basically for intellectual stimulation (84%) and to obtain a
feeling cf achievement (77%). Fifty peréent of the women came '
back as‘ reshmen. They had already "proved" themselves as wives
and mothers but had not yet "proved" themselves as students. What

was to be their experience?

7~Results

"In the beginning, they were unsure and lacked confidence.

As one woman described it:

"Returning to school was .exciting, but it was also kind
_of scary. I had been away for so long that I wasn't
really certain of my intellectual abilities any more.
After 8 years of conversing with pre-schgolers every
day; I wasn't sure I could hold my own in a college

discussion."

And if that wasn't enough, these women faced other tensions
at home. About half of the respondents agreed or strongly
agreed with the statements:

+

Y'—iifltu::ning to school was initially stressful for me" and "I
frequently take on more than I should." 1In fact, a look at the

"Potential Problems" chart will show that at least two-thirds of

L2
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i . . . oor
ot : e tpe women fouﬁd[the folléwiqg areas to bhe problematic to some ' ) \\‘
extent: ! .

time for myself

time for children . .

taking on too many responsibilities

neglecting hougework

integrating my responsibilities as
AN
1
student; wife and mother. + -

It should be noted that in every one of these areas, the "drop-outs"

indicated significantly higher responses at the "Big Problem"

\
level than did the Msuccessful" students.

How did the women feel about the problems? With regard t

1

A

the demands .made on their time, they felt frustrated. As one \\\\

woman commented:

"Time for myself -- that's a constant battle,
There is never time for me when I can
completely relax>'
o The Jomen felt’ most éﬁilty with regard to spending too little i
time with their children next, to neglecting their housework and
third, to spending time with their husbands. I am not sure if
this means that husbands folloyed third in line in importance
. after'ﬁéhsework, or if the husbands were actually less neglected
than ghe houasework; I suppose it depeﬁagvon the woman. . .

Before I leave this "Potential Problems" chart, I would like

to comment on two areaJ\;hEt did not rate "high" as prcoblems by

’,

. w N
at least half the women. These were: "Asking husband to take .

on more responsibilities" and "asking children to take on more
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responsibilities. In a number of cases it appears that the
reason these were not considered a problem was that the women
never asked their husbands and/or children to take on more-

responsibilities in the first place. The following comment is

} .
typicals . . ) -

v e

"I am the type of person that felt that laundry
chores, etc., were m§ respgnsibi}ity and I wou%d
get frustrated a lot because I never had any free
time for'pyself. My family was ;illing to help
if T asked, but I didn't feel I had'the right

to ask." \

Whether it was due to iong established habit or inérainéd

‘pressure to mé@%‘trqdjtiénaliexpectations, these women heaped
burden upon burden on‘theﬁselves -- perhaps unnecessarily =--
in an effort to maintain their standing as "Super Mom" and "Super
Wife" (and now, "Supgr Student") even at the expense of their
health. The “drop-outs“ Particularly reflected fhis situation. -

‘ It was they whoﬂwere significantly more tired a~d in poérer
health than the "successful" students. And it was their husbands
who were most threatened when they returned to school and who .
offered significantl& less functional support (i.e. actual help

with household chores) than the husbands of "successful" students.

. T~
Incidently, I might add that over half the."drop-outs" as
compared to a third of che "successful" students were employed
part-time or full-time while ﬁhey were éoing to school, thus
amplifying the problems of stréss they were under. fhe hypothesis
predicting greater stress on the part _of "drop-outs" appears to

be aefinitely upheld. Results concerning the hypothesis

fo. .

4




't regarding husband support ar-~ less clear cut. While the husbands
of "drop;oucs" are significantly less helpful in termsuéf their
xfunctional suéport, e diffe%ences in the husbands' emotional
support és reported y‘the two groups are not as disti;ctive.
' so far, this discus;ion of feturning woiten gtudents has
focused on the more negative effects of the return to school.
. Whaé about the positive side? In another section of the question-

naire, the women were asked what positive effects their return
. ~N . . ’

~ . to school had’on themselves, their husbands, their mafria§e§,
and their children.
With regard to themselves, over 90% of all womén'rqported\
positive effects in terms of perscnai growth. éhe following

comment is illustrative:

"I'm more confident, even more independent, I feel stropder.
I'm more understanding of what.is really necessary to my

family and me. I'm morn appreciative of my husband, I

-~

like him more. My family and our lives.have been enriched.

kN

As a mother, wife, student, I am a more interesting'
person and more aware. Schooi is a very important part-of
my life. I enjoy and get a real high from the exposure to

-

~new ideas. I am not sure whether iﬁ‘§ school or a "natural®
maturing process, but I've been able to sort out a great
deal about what is really important to me during the time-
/ y
I Lave returnéd to school. The stimulation from new ideas t
and challenges to my own thinking are so apparently missing

in the day to day life I lead‘away from school and its

environment."
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Asked apput the positive effects on their ausbands, over

\ R -

'ﬂSO% of all women indicated” that their huchands showed greater

-

appreciation, satisfactiom, and pride in their wives.  Related
d . ' " .. . .—" e v - .
- . . . e w 3

» One womai: . \

. L _ <~ [+
. M ' .
. N *".+ "Pride taken in my struggles and achievements-led Fim to ,
'y - T ' \ .
. . '
value me more as a person." ‘
U S " ~ )
* 5aid .another: . - , ]
- - — » Q- -
s T "Bécause I am happiar, he, is happier. He is more cooperative
_— ' and understéndi\g'of my needs." )
,Jhis increased satisfagtion wa$ reflected in effects on the .

g .
-

L
marriage. Fifty-five pexcent of the "successful" students and

even 45% of the"drop-outs" f;ported some improvement in ‘their . -

. (}
marriage' since the womeri returned to school. However, consideration °

~ -

- of a different question’ conzerning marriage,yi¢ .ds more diversive
- . R M + -t .

. results. When the 1en were asked how-they.felt about their

marriage at the time of re-entry anud at present, theQ"arop-out$":
: . 3 . T
and "successful" students gave significantly diffeyrent responses’ o

‘. N
*

:.. .. at the J'very satisfied" level: 59% of the "drop-+ s" wexe
"very saticfied" at thé time of re-entry compared to 29% at
present, and 32% of the "successful" students were "vexy satiéfled"‘
) — v _ at tﬁe timeé of re-entry compared to 42% at presehé. Thus, while
the hypothesis that "dropmouts"-will géel lesé positive about
thgir marriages Ehag "successful" students gppears to be upheld’
to some extent, it is also e@ident éhat éhe women's return to

also . : ‘

. school has/had beneficial effects oh the attitudes of husbands
5

of both griups and upon their marriages.




. ' What about the children? Did'gpey benefit from théir mothers'
- - Yeturn to school? Over a third of the women indicated that their

children developed more pride in and respect for their mothers

while a.quarter of the group (a third of the"drop-outs") mentioned

that their children took on highéEMgpgggg;g“gga;s for them-

- selves. _Relates ones woman:

. \ .
"The entire experience has benefited everyone in\the family.

TV watching is on the wane, interest 'in art, histoxy and

letters is 1,000% higher in this aousehold. I will Sbver
stay at home full-time again. Dislike card parties and

~

luncheons and cnit-chat, have continged volunteer work while

being student. Have gotten intellectual and spiritual

-5

stimulation from school experience which has also affected

children and husband. Childf¥en have become more academically

oriented: What you value, they value. * Wish I had started

1

g Cs M back to school sooner -- I have wasted a lot of time:"

I hope it has Becomg evident that despite the probleims ‘and

fruéﬁrétions the§e women have had to @eal with when they went back
. to Schgél, the experience of becoming ;. student again ﬁas yielded
overvhelmingly positive results for the majority of ‘the women .
and their éamilies. Over 90% of the women, "drop-outs" included,

- " agreed that

“I have become more self-confident as a result of

returning to school"

- and

"Returning to school has been an exhilerating experience."
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I entitied tﬁié presentation: "What érice Education?
Emotional Costs for Returning Women Students.” We have discussed
the ‘costs == for some théy have been high -~ but the returns
have been bountiful and well worth the investment. Returning to

school has changed these women's lives for the better -- as one

~

woman put it: - - -~ - e e e e -

’

"It's been the most gratifying experience! I feel as though
I have been reborn. When out of classes, I'm very frustrated.

I feel a tremendous void. . . . Perhaps I shall go to school

h Y

) -

until the age of 90." -
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