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Intraduction

 The research reported here utilizes ethnugraphic methodology within a
cuitural reporduction framework to examine what it means to young wosen to
be office educarion students in a comprehensive urban high schosl, and how
rhose Reznings are reproﬂuced

I will first Er-efiy discuss the significance of the topic and sum-

marize the theory and methodology employed. I will then discuss what being

an office éuaextibn scuden: did not mean to the studenrs. what 1: did meau,

zsltural reproduc;ion theory infcrmed my analysis.

My decision to study vocational preparation for office work was in-

?iu&h@ed by the realization rhar typical workers in the United States are
&laf. . the wast majority of whoni are woren; and that clerks tank _aisong the
“06t 4iésatisfied of workers in this country (Work in America, 1973; Blaxall
4nd Reagam; 1976). Why, then, would students conaciously prepare themselves
to become :wffice workers? That question became the starting peint of as in-

Juiry inta the liver of a specific group of high school students, into the

EYpE of eda@ntiow or training they receive for office jobsD and into the
pature of these iobs themselves.

The study focused on the group of higa school seniors who had selected

@ gréperatire gffice occupations program, & program that I shall often refer

ko By ~w: scromyn COOP (pronounced co-op). Since cooperative education gives
sRueaES subdcantial on-the-job training aind often provides entry to post~

szl iobs, it séezed the best vehicle to analyze the schiool-to-work transitiou.

The daca for ihe analysis were collected during the 1980-81 school year.
The «ite was a comprehensive, urban, primarily working class high school; which

I w41l call Woodrow High, in a mid-western city. I was present at Woodrow

fron Septembez through June on approximately half the school days, scattered
throughout the year. Three related techniques were utilized to collect the data:
participant observation in the school and at work (fourteen sites in all); for-

mal and informal interviewing of significant subjects throughout the year (e.g.

teacher%. scudents. supervisors. alumnae and cc-wurkers). and analysis of cur-

- Unlike most educational programs,; vhich take place primarily within school

buildings. cooperative educatien alternates work experience with school ex-

perience. Students are sssisted in finding career-related jobs and are to re-

ceive on-themﬁe%, as well as classroom, training. The implicit rationale of

the program i6 thst the worksite is a valuable source of learning and should

be utilize2 as an educational tocl. The statéd expectatiom is that cooperative
education will h@ip students identify their career objectives, that this i-

dentificstion will iead to appropriate training in attitudes,_ skills and

knowledge, and that che training will bring about career results. These

careers ate then supposed to create a better community, a community that V111

"eXPerience a productive growth of its citizens, schools and businesges."




The zooperative office education program at Woodrow High was organized 73
a fairly typical manner. During their senior year, students who selected the

progra= attended classes in the morning and worked from three to four and a

half hours in the afternoon, for which they received botk ome school credit
and pay. The students were supposed to carry three moruing classes in addicion

to the "related” office education class, the class specifically designed to
relate to their afternvon work experience. This class was scheduled to meet

five times a week for forty minutes each day. Students would often miss class,

ameuiid or not, but would report for work that afternoor. Four times a year;
tha tsacher (reférred to hereon as Mrs. Lewis) met with each supervisor for a

ént evaluation session. Within a day or two, Mrs. Lewis wiuld then meet
»% ssch student in her private office to discuss the evaluation.

 In addition to the numerous intervievs I conducted with Mrs. Lewis, I
interviewed each of the sixteen students enrclled in COOP that year and seven-

teen of the COOP alumnae: My goals for the alumnze interviews were threefold:
to obtain more informatién on family backgrounds and influences, since T had

po direct contact with psrents; to collect reflective accounts of their decision
to take and their experiences within cooperative office education; and to ob-
tain information on work life and perspectives after high school. I anticipated

that these accounts would both confirm and claborate upon the information I

vas gathering from my werk within the school; and this expectation wag realized:

 The basic theoretical perspective underiying the study is one of social
and cultural reproduction; one in which people actively engage their institu-
t{onal and culgural susrroundings to make choices, create meaning and ultimately
givs shape to their everyday lives. These surroundings are envisioned as
Althusser's struchkured totality, in which various domains are in 'relative
autonomy' to one another and in which ‘reciprocal action® is possible {Aithusser
1971: 135). In Burawoy's words, “ths defining festures of & structured totality...
are the 'relative autonomy’ of its parte and their mutual $=termination through
the conditions of each other’s repordustion....” (1978: 3083,

t am mot positing the functionslist equivalent of & smeeikly operating

gocial system wherein each part and each person serves the needs of the whole:
“Rather than a functional coherence where all things work relatively smoothly
to maintain a basically unchanging social order....where order is assumed and
deviance from that order is problemazic” (Apple, 1982: 14), this version of a_
structured totality envisions contradictiona; conflicts and changes within and
between levels so that the production of, say, a new generation of workers is

fiever meraly a question of teaching the appropriate dispositions and norms,
as it is, for instance; in the work of Parsons (1959).

Instead, what I propose in this analysis is that the concept of culture

is weli-suited to avoid the pitfalls of a functionalist & deterministic per-
spective. It provides room for the expression of human pover and subjectivity
while not falling victim to what Bourdies refers to as the problem of social

psychology, interactionfsm and ethnopethodology: the tendency to ignore social
structure and reduce interpersonal relations to individual relations (1977: 8l).
I take Richard Johnson's view that culture is
the common sense or way of life of a particular
class, group or soclal category; the complex of
ideologies that are actually adopted as moral
preferences or principles of life (Johnsom; 1979: 234).
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of one's on-going vay of 1ife and meaning-making, wot & passive réveption of
prescribed norss. It is not free-floating, but is givenm shape by the material
conditicns frea which it arises (McRobbie, 1978: 97).

Social accors, howsver, need wct (and perhaps camaut) be fully aware of

the elemeuts of their . lture. Common sense is not always cohcrent and is

seldom 2 systematic attempt to cousciously understand che wesning of one's

life. Culture is not primarily cognitive; it is found more in symbolic and
behavioral rhan in verbal forms,

~_ This point emerges over and cver in the literature. Murdock and McCron
1975: 203) state thact '"conscioustess cam be read not omnly in verbalization
but in the way it is objectified and expresaed through other fprms of social
and cultural actfon.” Kitwood; a social psychologlst, says that something

may be significant, but so much part o. the 'taken for granred' world that
it is never mentioned in the course of ux interview (1980: 1186).

 Therefore, any analysis of meaning myst attend not only to verbal, but
to symbolic and behavioral manifestations as well. An understanding of what

it means to be a student preparing for office work is best attained by first

eliminating certain possibilities.

The Meaning of Office Educaticn

There are common sense notions, supported in part by the scholarly ift-

erature, about why a high school student would be in an intensive office ed-

ucation program, where svery afternoon of her senior year was spent away from

the school, working i{n an office setting. OJome of these notlons are

<> that the students were academic failures, capable only of non-intel-
lectual work o f o

-- that the students disliked school, so chose a course that would re-

move them from the school site
-= that the students had office career aspirations.

My research revealed; however, that none of these characterizations were true.

Students in the COOP class had a wide ability and academic interest range.

Mrs. Lowis reported that she often had that year's valedictorian or salutatorian
in her class and that one of the COGP students received a four year accounting

scholarship and passed all parts of her CPA exam on the first try.

~ Though certainly not all, enough students from the COOP class took aca-
demic classes, were members of the National Honor Society, had GPA'a over
3.0, scored in the top quartile on national standardized tests, and planned

to go to college to make them virtually indistinguishable from their female
counterparts at Woodrow. The students had widely diverse ability and achieve-

menit levels. Many took college preparatory classes concurrent with their

business classes. They were clearly mot in the COOP program because they

thought they were incapable of succeeding in the academic curriculumn.




Nor did the students earwll in the COOP as a way of getting out of
school in the afternoon; & #a& of Woodrow's teachers ruggested to me. A

few of my interviewees did szy things ltke

) 4 g%gss ? ég;iéeé Lo tal{; Vwﬂ h;a‘nssc.n hggnnh? ir
?§§75§§t§g than going to school. I would rather work
than go to school: The only clasges I ever 1iked

were office and gvm:-:..I just didn’t like school:

Bht éven for them, 1e1ving school was never a uecisive factor- ir took the
form wore of an initial imoression, meaning or image, rather than a signifi-
cant part of their decisfion making process. Moreower; a number of the stu-
dents who enrolled in che class liked being in schocl and were actively ln-

volved in extracurricolar acttvtttes. Fatrina typifies this group of wtu~
dents:

1 ﬁéﬁéi eﬁaﬁgﬁt too E&éﬁ asaut takiﬁg 666@ ﬁ? senfor

my entire scnior year. But I did want a job...

Besides, Woodrow offered much easiér ways of leaving school. Srudents d4d not

have tc remain in the schoel building 1f they did not have class and, slace

cnly 20 credits were needed to graduate, studeats could accumulate a bRt

of free pericds by their senfor year. Skipping class was also a defipize

posaibility and, as was evident from the information gathered during field-
work; students were freguently able to use this mesns of leaving school
without jeopardizing course credit or incurring other forms of reprisals.

As one of the students in the class commented:
Getting aut of sehuoi early daesn t reaiiy nake

to work.

If neither low achievement nor an oppositionai school culture charac—

terized the COOP students, I still expected "office career"” aspiraticns to

distinguish them. After all, the official state guidelines for student se-

lection into the program aaid that "all students enrcolled in the COCP must
have a clearly defined career goml” that falls within the broad categofiel

of office occupation (e.g. accounting; computing, data processiag, general

clerical; secretarial, typing}. But this; too; proved to be a false asaump-

tion. Only one third of wmy interviewees said they took COOP because they

wanted to go into offiece work. This group of students aaid things like:
1 knew 1 ﬁiﬁtié to be a secretaty aince 1 was ib@nt
fourteen: When I was little I played nurse, but I
can't stand the sight of blood. I really like typing
and bookkazeping.

1 always liked typing. It was my favorite. I could
sit and keep going for hours.




1 always knew I wanted to vwork in an office. 1 guess
vhen I was little and waiked into offices it always
looked real interesting and I thought I would like to
do that.;.; &nd 1 liked 2o type.

3 lwﬁﬁﬁétﬁﬁéﬁF m@ﬁ@hefstgﬂents in the cooperative office education class did
.ot have a clear idea of what they would be doing at the year's end. Contrary
to the literature; career aspirarions do not appear to be stable at an early

age, at least not in this stratum of young women. In fact; the students seemed
to have only a vague and nebulous awareness of what different jobs entsiled

and the steps one would have to take to enter a specific line of work.

Kris, for instance, originally talked about zoing into beauticianm work,

until she realized the year long training program was eight hours a day, six
days a week. & relative also discoursged her by remarking that beauticians

had to "put up with a lo:" from customers. Dorothy, emcouraged by her father,
was planning to be a teacher. But duriag the course of her senior year, her
father died; she became incraasingly discontent with school, and she decided

that teachers did not make that much money anyway. Katrina and Domna also
planned to teach; Evelyn was considering commerical art; Maureen vanted to
get a bachelor's degree and pursue a career in science; Dana and Cynthia were

considering being flight attendants, and Janie a travel agent. These students
obviously did not meet the state's guidelines of having "clearly defiped” office

career goals.

Clearly then, being a cooperative office educaticn student did not carry the
mcaning of “this is the best I can do, given my limited ability." The COOP stu-
dents did not view themselves as failures; they did not blame themselves for
failing <o achieve more educmtion or & better job. Neither did it carry the

meaning of school opposition mnd s rejection of formal educaticn, nor a firm sense
of a2 career.

 What them did being an office education student mean to this group of

young women?

Tt meant gesting office work to see if it were an acceptable mode of em-
ployment, developing employable skills and references as either somathing to
fall back on or as a stepping stone to something else, and accommodating them-
selves to the best and most likely options within the world of wage labor.

Students who took COOP as a test 5673§@§E§i§§7ﬁﬁithér office work was the
type of employment they wanted to pursue after high school said things like:

My mother recommended that I take some business classes
while I was in high school. She said thesa would be

good skills to develop and that 1 would see 1f I would
1ike that work. So 1 started taking typing,; shorthand,
bookkeeping, the office procedures class, machine calc,
and then the COOP class. I thought it would be a good

vay of finding out if I liked office work.
I thought I would take COOP to see #f I liked that kind
of work.
1 have no idea why I took COOP. I didn't knov what I
wanted to do after high school so I guess 1 took it on
a trial basis. I figure 1f I didn't iike it I could

o alvays switch,

ERIC v




There vas a similar group of students who were uncertain about whether
or not they would like office-work, but these studeats, by contrast; tended

1a high school I knev I wanted to go to college, but
I didn't know vhat area I wanted to go into. So I

took things like bookkeeping; typing; modern cffice
and the COOP class because I thought these would be
good background for getting a sumser job or a part-
time job while going to college. Or — if all else

My mother encouraged me to take business courses. She
gaid that if, God forbid, anything should happeu thit
I couldn't get another type of job, a secretary's job
would be good to get into. She also said I might even

be able to use it when I'm in college typing my own
term papers, or maybe getting a part-time job im an

office typing — to help with tuition:

As these compents indicate, the COOP students' pareats were often actively

involved in helping their daughtera plan for the future. These parents did
not view office work as something to aspire to; rather they wantcd their

daughters to have a rea_onable and worksble alternative if other options did

not materialize. One father, for example, who workad in the city's sanitation
department and put his older daughter through a bachelor's degree in library

science only to see her end up as & sales clerk in a local department store

because of the flooded job marke:, strongly encouraged his younger daughter to

enroll in COOP. When, as a sophomore, Joan showed interest in typing, her
father bought her a brand new typewriter:

Mv dad kept pushing it; he really wanted me to get

into it. He said there would always be a job out
there for someone with good secretarial skills.
 For this type of student, the meaning of COOP vas embedded in preparation
for a future in which office skills could safeguard them from the need to ac~
cept less desirable employment.

But, most fundamentally, enroliment in COOP represented 3 sensible accom-

modation to the students' future possibilities and probabilities as they aud
their parents saw it. Even though & few women who had gone through the COOF

orogran had atfained of ware preperiag for jobs like accounting or engineering
which clearly crossed traditional class and gender lines, for the vast majority

sich jobs rarely occurred to them or if they did were spoken of a3 passing
thoughts or childhood fantasies.

 Mary o, for exatpie, explained how she had wanted to ba an archeologist
when she was in the eighth grade, how sha had loved to watch accounts of digs

in various parts of the world. But even at fourteen years of age she knew that
waé an impractical fantasy. She knev she had to get on with her life: to set-
tle down, get a job, prepare for marriage and a family. So she planned to go
to the community college after high school for a degree as an accountant clerk.
When 1 asked why she had decided on a two rather than four yeat degtee she re-
sponded,

Why should I waste my time in school? 1'd rather get
going right away and get it over with.




" Mary Jo said she had this ald fashioned idea of raising a couplé of children
and working part-time:

Similarly, Marian, a graduate of the program; had 6§§675§i§§ﬁ§§§ enter-

tained thoughts of being a gynecologist. She even sought out au office job
{n EY hnnl:h i:sc;nrsané Cmaa’i aegguee l{ w3s _eaaseé s t‘l?e 4:-} f—e‘“e

This student,; however; had started going steady at sixteen; wpon high school

graduaticn had =moved in with her Soyfriend, and, at the tim of our interview,
was setring a date for their wedding. She said that if she had had the money
and had mot =zet Chuck ahe ptobablv would héﬁé _gene to ﬁéﬁit&i school. Shé

Even the most career-oriented of the women 1 spoke to defimed her future

by very distinct and traditional gender relations. In discussing her career,
Kathryn, a 1980 graduate and #m accounting student at a major vaiversity, said

1 want teo be independen: for my own satisfactiaa, so

I can prove to myself that I can do {t... so no one
has tec take care of me.

She went on, however, to explain that only if she remained single wculd she

ever attempt to be a CPA, an auditor, or the president of a credit unioz: That

type of work. she said, was to& 3'ressfu1 to have other responsibilities as well;
Since she definitely wanted a family she would probablv never hold those jobs,
but said she would instead look for an dccountant’'s job at a small bgsine:s or
credit unica which would be a good job and good salary "for a woman."

tioned them about those jobs directly were things like factory wotrk, maid work
or restaurant vork. While a nusber of them had mothers who had been employed
in these occupations at leaat part-time, none of the COOP stiidents could imagine

themselves working in those areaes. Office work was perceived 38 definitely
superfor: Students spoke of these orher jobs as leading nowhere; undesirable

places te work, or jobs you could not take pride in. One student who had worked

for a vhile in a restaurant used the word disgusting when describing it and
asked how 1 would like to clean up after othetr people. Ariother student, who
worked iﬁ a factory job for three weeks sajd she did not last there because
the worik was so boring. She stood six hours at a time putting sausage in bbxéi

that came down an assechly line. "If you got tired of putting sausage in,"

she said, "you could swttch off with someone on cheese:"

Factorv jobs or mechanic jobs were also often ruled out on the Bﬁiiiﬁéf
gender definitions. These Jobs were definitely considered "for men only"
sfnce they made it impossible for women to maintiin their feminie appearance:

I would never be & :techanic. You get messy.

I don't want muscles or to get dirty. I still
want to be pampered. I'm mot into all that

liberated stuff.
I can't imagine myself getting wy hands ail gooey,
beinig sweaty and dirty all the time,

T wowuldn't want to vork in a garage -- to be a

mechamic. I wouldn't want to come home greasy.




the one jou cney would have gone into had the market not been flooded ana

if recuneration for their work had been more adequate, considerinz the train-
iggfgg@igork emtalled; was zeaching — mostly elementary ard pre<school —
traditionally considered as such a female occupation as is office work.

Loaise, for instance, who was the valedictorian of her graduating class, was
dissuaded by her mother from goinmg into child care:

I vas very interested in workimg with little childrem. I
always did a lot of babysitting and thought 1 would 1like
to get into child care. B3But ny sothier said that day care
centers didn't pay very well. Even if you owned one you

probably wouldn't make very mmuch:. So she recormended that

1 take business classes while I was still in high school

to see if I itked that area.

Dorothy, on the other hand, resisted her father's desire rhat she be the first

in her famlly to obtain a college degree because, as she put it, "people ar=s
convincing me that teaching’s not a good field to go into:"

Even those students who were planning to get teaching or other four

year. degrees knevw thelr coliege diploma might not necessarily get them a job

in their area of preparation. Office skills, again, became that sensible.

safeguard against unemployment or employment in even less desirsble positions.

Office preparation was a sensible accommodation to a work world that was

limited either by views of what vas appropriate or desirable for = woman, or
what was possible for a woman. Donna, for example, decided not to get a dexroe
in business because in har words,

1 found out that if I would major in a business field

I probably wouldn't zet a much better job than vhat
I ve got right now,

As evidence for her coantention Donna gave two examples. One vias a2 magazine
article she had recently read in which the authcr wrote of her experience
trying to get a business Job im New York City:. She had an M.B.A. and all ehe
could find was the lowest of secretarial positions. The other bit of evidence

came f:mm her own perceptions of :hc 3ob structure at F & M Savings nnd bo:n

tike t@@ @en are the ones wha\\aﬁ going to get the highé* positions.” "onna

knew these men had a lot of training and education; but still could not deter-
mine How they go' vhizre they were becsuse she precumas "even the President of

a big corporscion™ hxs to start out at the botiowm just like everyone else. Her
dilomms was that she firver sav Ay men in positions at the bottom. The situation
of seeing no wonen in the middle or top positions, having the caresr iadder
totaiﬁy obscure to Ber. and teuatng about women who do not make 1t ‘even uhen th&y

career chaicc for Donna.

56 the students who ‘enroll in thé propram do not do so primariiy because
they "always wanted to be secretaties," bui; because other possibilities mither
seem worse of might not moterialize. Women enter office jobs not beciuse of

aspirations, motivations, and intensive vocational preparation as high school
students, but becaus€, given culturally aicepted standards and the availability

of jobs, oifice wWork is regarded as respectable employwent “for a woman.”

10



The import of that last statement is further illuminated by the students

explanations of the sexual division of i1abor, and specifically, of the absence
of boys from office education classes: Some students saw the sexual division

of 3bor as a natural divisiﬁu, some as a social division, and some seemed

Office work 1§7&b§€ifff6f women because it's typing and
a lot of guws don't like to type. Filiﬁg and receptiunist,;
that s more for girls too, becuase that's secretary work

and girls are secretaries, you know. o
Kris ‘81

1 guess there aren't any boys in the class because rie role
of secretary has almost always been all women. Probably

because its traditional for the man to be the boss:

; Katrina ‘81
Women shouldn't do construction work. Men are stronger and
{t's just the way it should be. Secretary jobs are probably
for women mostly. That's just the way things are. _
Terrt '81

They re more into manual labor. That's just today's socigty,
Men don't sit and push pencil3. Being a secretary i3 a girl's
Jobs ]

A guy should be the boss. I can't see a lady teiiigg a guy

what to do. He'd probably be bigger than her.... I'm not

used to a lady boss:. I mean, you don't see it on television.

There a man is alvays the boss. And that's just the way 1

think it should be. Sure, there could be a lady doing Robert's

job, but that wouldn't be right. .
Cynthia '8}

What '"1s" often became equated with what "should Ee" and. surpriningly erough,

as late as 1981 many of these eighteen to twenty vesr olds had not serifously
considered alternatives, 1In fact, the idoclogy of the sexual diviston of
labor remained so strong that many of the students continued to advapce argu-
ments that their evervday erperiences ciearly contradicied (e.g. seeing men
who pushed pencils; having vomen as bosses).

When students elaborated on the reasons why men did noqug should not do
vomen's work and why wosen did wot or should not do men's work, a striking
contrast could be heard. Ceneraliy using euphemistic language they explained
that men would be considered gay if they venturad into what was traditionally

regarded as women's work.

1 guess there wergn't any boys in the class because they

have the idea that it's for secretaries and they think

bovz aren't secretaries. I guess they think a lot of people

might get the wreng idea. _ } o
Jeassica ‘80




Pt |
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I really ééE’£ picturé a maa dbing a ﬁbmanré job. My

wristj. That's why it would ke hard for ‘guys to have

a woman's job.  Because it°s considered delicate and
people might think they're gay.

Guys aren't cheerleaders because they think it's too
faggy. o .
Rathryn '80

office class beczuse they don't think it's right for them.

They think they'd be laughed at — wow, what a weirdo!
Cynthia 's1

It's only in big cities that guys are sécretaries; because

they're able to get lost or hide more there. .
Doris '81

Doris went on to confiram my iﬁtérfj’rétati’o’ﬁ of iiéi: statement: if men did of-

want to hide their identity:

of labor should ba_ maintained explained that women who were after wen's jobs
wére trying to be like men or trying to prove thelr (mistaken) equality.

I don't think ladies should be police or firemen either.
They're just trying to show the guys they can do it and

have the ability o
Priscilla '79

On REAL PEOPLE they showed two women who were working on

the docks doing loading: 7'm sure they needed the job,

but I think they were alsc proving a point. o
Debbie '80

I think jobs 1ike construction and ‘irefighters sbould go

to wen. Some women are trying to prove they're as equal

as men, but the jobs should go to the guy. S
Cynthia '81

According to these students, then; when men did women's ﬁérk tﬁéy were
denying or rejecring their mascuiinicy. cheir natural claim to superiority.

They were becoming effeminate. When women tried to do wen's work, they were

not ﬁccepting their natural limitations and subordination, but were trying
to be as good as men,; when in fact they were not.

[y
OO



11
The Process of Meaning Construction

 Where do these meanings come from? What is the process of their con-
struction?

My contention is that students constructed this particular set of meanings
around office work out of their cultural experience of gender relations both
in and out of school; and out of theirs and significant others' perceptions

~ First of all, then, what are the students' experiences of gender relations
that would lead them to construct these meanings for themselves as workers? The
answers are already partly established in the data and partly contained in as
yet unreported accounts of relationships within students' families and among
peers,

In terms of their families, the students' parents basically portrayed a

traditional sexual division of labor pattern in the home as well as at the work
place. Many of the students had mothers; and sometimes older sisters, who had

worked in offices. This work was often done on a part-time basis; or had been

returned to once families had been raised. Mothers who did not work in offices

tended to be employed as sales clerks or cafeteria workers. Fathers, on the
other hand, generally had histories of full-time manual labor or civil service

work; most of them were loading dock workers, mechanics, truck drivers, factory
workers, or building custodians. A few students had fathers who wvere mail car-
riers or police officers; one father was a high school teacher, and one was
listed as an industrial engineer althowgh he had never been to college.

In a sipilar manner traditional Sex roles were enacted in the home. Although;
for example, three students mentioned fathers who cooked for the family, in no
instance did the activity flow out of a basic roie identity. In one case, the
miother had suffered a mental breakdown and had been institutionalized. The father,

thereafter; assumed the tole of housekeeper: In another instance, the father

started sharing the responsibility for cooking with his high school daughters
after his wife died. In the third instance, the father had been retired for

some rime because of disability. Gourmat cooking had become a hobby for him:

The usual pattern, however, ves the mother-as-homemaker. Not even a working
mother and retired father suaranteed that the father would partake in routine
housekeeping chores. In these cares, the running of the vacuum cleaner ounce a

week seemed to vindicate the father,; in his own eyes at least.

‘The cultural productions of the students at school often mirrored the
gender codes they observed at home. Many of the senior girls, for instance,
chose to take a child develcpment class while the boys did not; even though
the class was open to them and the teacher was a firm believer in the course
for all would be parents.

In contrast to the female dominated child development class was the male
Jominated auto mechanics. Although z few girls emrolled in it each year, most

chose to stay away or never even considered it: In expl:ining why ske had not

taken the course; Marion, a 1980 graduate; said to me:




-
-

n
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1 would have liked sn auto Tepair course evea though
I'm ail thumbs. But it vas all boys so I wouldn't
havie felt right:..: Nobody would think you'd take
pechanics unless you were loose. They don't look

at it like you might need to know that stuff. ,

¢5ﬁif§§§iﬁ§§9§7§§§ féﬁ7§69§ who took cooking éiféﬁiiéidEVEibvﬁéui were never
described as loose: The cne senior boy who took child developument the year

of my observation, for instance, was merely considered the class clows.

This same reluctance to put themselves in a position of being labelfnd on

criteria related to sexual activity (or perceived sexual activity) prevmmted
some of the girls from taking the traditional senior spring vacation in Florida.
When 1 asked ome of the COOF students, for example, why she was going to the
Bahamas and not Florida over the spring break she ansvered that it was not any
more expensive and, besides, girls who went to Florida tended to come back to

school with a 'rep,' whether they had earmed it or not: Again, the innuendos

nf 'having a rep' or 'being loome' never applied to boys.

The students also enacted traditional cultural forms of gencer relations in

the manner in which they participated in what Bernstein calis the expressive
order of the school. This expressive order, often conveyed in school rituals
like assemblies znd extracurricular activities, "controls the transoission of

the beliefs and moral system” and can be contrasted to the instrumental order
of the school "which controls the transmission of facts, procedures and judg-
ments involved in the acquisition of specific skills" (1975¢ 54-55):

A number of the COOP students had been or still were, at the time of the

study; peppies, cheerleaders or pom-poa girls. As far as I knov, fone of them

participated in these roles for girls sports; rather, they cheered for boys'

basketball, swimming, wrestling, football or hockey. Being a member of one of

these groups meant that on days of a pep rally or iaportant game, the girls
wore their uniforms, which usually consisted of a letter sweater, short cheer-
leading skirts and matching briefs. Even in sub-zero weather the girls would

show support for boys' sports by baring their legs on their behalf.

Tvo of the studeats in the COOP class, Jante énd Duns (an ex-model) vere

the co-captains of the pom-pom squad, and Maureen, a former football peppie,
was nominated for the esteemed position of homezoming queen. Janie, who had

started her COCP job with the State the summer tafcre her senlor vear, had to

alter her work schedule once school began to accormodate her pom-pom practices.

An incident that occurred one day as I walked with Janie through the zall

highlights the accepted patterns of relations between Woodrow's boya and girls.

Janie had cheered for the boys’ swim team her junior year and those boys were -

quize friendly with her. On this particular day, one of the team members

wp on Janie from behind, "swept her off her feet™ and ran through the mall with
her. Janie screamed in surprise, then laughed, offering no sign of protest or
displeasure.

This same supportive and submissive behavior vas also present in out—of-

school sctivities the studeats reported. Doris, for instance, light-heartedly

comiplained to me about the “ass-pinching” treatmeat girls were subjected to at
=P B
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a particular bar in town, but she, Nancy, Kris, and Josie continued to fre-

quent it on a regular basis, never voicing objections to the 'offenders.'
Terri admitted that she felt terrible if she scored higher than her boyfriend
vhen they went bowling and sometimes deliberately threw the ball in the gutter.
And Maureen saild she often tcok her boyfriend's socks home to darm, although
at the same time she was complaining about her mother's double standard re-

garding house chores for her and her brother:

 The structure of gender relations at Woodrow csn be clearly seem in
FY?,?: §§§7§§§§7§E@§§t§ﬁt student assemblies that took place during the year.
School assemblies are & form of ritual behevier which, ss Berustein says,

involves a highly redundant form of communication in

the sense that, given the socia] context, the messages

are highly predictable. The messages themselves con-

tain meanings which are highly condensed. Thus the

major meanings in ritual are extraverbal or indirect;

for thry are not made verbally explicit: Ritual is

a form of restricted code (1975: 62).
Bernstein described rituals as a means of social control which prevent "the
questioning of che basis of the expressive cultuvre and so are conditions for

its effective transmission and raception” (1975: 56).

The interpretation is generally supported by both the phemomenological and

anthropological literature. Working within the framework of Berger and Luckmann's

social construction of reality for example, Mechling (1981: 138) contends that
“out of the natural dimorphism of sex, culture constructs gender —— whole sym-
bolic orders of male/female that permeate everyday lite." One of cthe ways in
which this arbitrary construction is made to appear natural is through ritual
dramatization which (as Mechling quotes Frank Young)

is the communication strategy typiczlly employed
by solfdarity groups in order to malntain their
highly Jrganized, but alli the wre vulnerable;

definitic- of the situation (1931: 144):

.~ Since the sctool ascexblies reported hire were prepared by studeats with
little or no adult supervision; they siould be regarded as representative of
student culture rather than school ideology. These two assemblies were called
TWIRP and SENIQR AUD. TWIRP is an zcrouym for The Woman is Reugqired to Pay
(a variation of the Sadie Hawkins theme) and traditionaily took place close
to Valetine's Day. The SENIOR AUD was scheduled close to graduation and was

one of the fun rituals enacted to celebrate graduation.

At the TWIRP AUD, a senlor boy is traditionally crowned king in a con-
scious take—off of the homecoming queen crowning: This same type of role
reversal also occurred during the SENIOR AUD, which seemed to be structured
on the Acsdemy Awards format. Awards were presented for various forms of
notorious behavior with songs and skits interspersed for variety. The two
main skits were performed by senior boys dressed as girls.

H\
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__ The first skit; a parody of "The Twelve Days of Christmas,” was called
"The Twelve Years of School." As the curtain went up, twelve boys stood

with their backs to the audience singing

In wy first year of schooling wy father said to me;
'Dbﬁ't--i; -

As they went through the twelve years, the boys turned around one by one,

adding the specific line written for their year. Some of the don't were:

pPick your nose, suck your thumb, fight with boys, stuff your bra, 1lift
your dréss,ﬁé;7§g§gk7§gdﬁd:iva;,gét pregnant. Audience laughter was loudest
when the "7th grade girl” turned to face the audience stuffing kleenex in

his bra; when the "1lth grade girl" turned, displaying balloons (oot too orig-
inally) stuffed in his shirt to form veluptuous breasts; and when the

"12th grade girl" turned to reveal his pregnant appearance; created with
the help of a pillow.

The second skit turnmed out to be an introduction to the "Most Sexy

Pair of Legs" Avard. The stage curtain was raised just high enough to re-
veal four pair of hairy, muscular legs that obviously belonged to football
player-like anatomies: Each nominee offered some sex stereotyped movement
like leg stroking or crossing as his number was called off for judgment.

When the winner's number was called, he emerged from behind the curtain to

accept his award in a tuxedo jacket and boxer shorcs.

I would argue that the specific form of social control exercized in

these rituals is that of men over women. By enacting a graditional gender
code which identiffes women primarily on the basis of their sexuality at

the very moment of high school graduation, at the time when academic achieve
ment and accomplishment 1s foremost, the sentor boys (in ways probably not

realized by them) assert their superiority and dominance by dramatizing what
the girls’ identity really is: The fact that the girls in the audience ap-
Peared to enjoy the humor in these skits as much as did they boys indicates
that; although arbitrary and therefore always vulnerable, the dominant gender

code still maintains a high degree of legitimacy amond Woodrow's student pop-

ulation.

ture of gender relations. Just minutes prior to the start of the SENIOR AUD,

The language used during these events evinced the same stratified struc-
when the planning committee was finishing last ainute details like microphone

testing, a boy from the audience yelled to a girl on stage who could not be

heard, "Well speak up, woman!" The Seventh Award at the SENIOR AUD was
called the "Don Juan" or "Swinger" Award. In describing the award the male
emcee said, "most guys like to keep a steady girl, but some of us don’t."
Somewhat surprisingly, this language, announcing ownership and possession,
was not used solely by boys. Cindy, one of the COOP students, responded to
a joking remark Mrs. Lewis made about dating with the remark, "I'm not inter-

ested. I'm taken."”

Other occurrences during these assemblies also revealed the same domigant

gender code. Boys and girls, except for a few steady couples, chose to segre-

gate themselves in the audience. The boys tended to cluster in the back from

where they would direct cat calls and wolf istles to variocus girls on stage.

These clusters of boys would also hoot and enicker at the singing cf such
popular romantic songs 28 "If" and "Close to You." The girls sittiong in
front of them would thenm turn around to shout "Oh; shut up™ or "Grow Up"

16
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and would show their appreciation of the duet on stage {iﬁd féi a culture of

romance) by giving them a long,; loud; standing ovationm:

So the combination of ritualized and everyday practices embodying the sexusi

division vf labor and the bi-polarity of gender roles both at home and school

indeatities. Those processes which they were both observers of and partici-

pants in, guided them toward traditionally defined women's work well before

graduation from high school. The particular form of women's wurk they chose,

however, (in this case clerical work) resulted from a quite sophisticated
understanding of real job possibilities in the occupational gtructure.

The meaning office work carried for the students, its appropriateness

for them as women, is embedded in the possibilities it holds out for employ-

menit. This iz quite apparent in the preceding ethnographic description. Stu-
dents are discouraged from considering occupations with limited openings such
as teaching,; and from considering occupations where the openings for women
seem limited---such as management: In Donna's words "it seems like the men

are the ones who are going to get the higher positions:"

If office jobs continue to increase while manufacturing and professional

jobs disappear, women will unidoubtedly apply for office work in @ver greater
numbers. They can also be expected to internalize an ever stronger sexual

division of labor ideology as competition among males increases for the few

remaining industrial jobs. Woman's place will be regarded more strongly as

somewvhere that is not messy, greasy or dirty. A traditional culture of fem-

ininity wherein women are regarded as soft, clean and delicate creatures will
probably intensify.

_____What this analysis clearly indicates is that the meaning of work, career

ambitions, aspirations, and orientations are fundamentally misconceived when

posited as individual level, psychological variabies. Aithough certain dis-

they ultimately shape meanings and iﬁ?ﬁtities, these characteristics do not
}éiﬁiéll? emerge from the individual, but from the cultural context, itself
formed (in Bourdieu's terminology) by an objective structure of job probabilities.

Ouly by constructing the objective structures (price
curves, chance of access to higher educati’on’; laws

of the matrimonial market, etc.) 1s one able to pose
the question of the mechanisms through which the re-

lationship is established between the structures and

the practices of the representatinns which accompany
them, instead of treating these ‘thought objects' as
'reasons' or motives and waking them the determining

cause of the practices (Bourdieu, 1977: 21).

Objective structures, not the individual, give rise to particuiar com-

mon sense notions and cultural orientations from which job aspirations and

work meanings emerge. These cbjective structures ultimately must be brought
into the analysis in order to explain why certain jobs are comsidered reason-
able or unreasomable; desirable or undesirable for partieﬁlér gteeyé, fériit

sense of what is "reality” (Bourdieu; 1977: 164).
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Conclusion

has made two basic and related contributions to this analysis of meaning
making _among_ office education studénts. Thoéé contributions are that it

basicaiiy unconstrained in the constitution of meaning-making and personal

subjectivity, and, on the other hand weii-suited to an avoidance of a

Had this paper been limited to the first half, namely the reasons and
non-reasons for students choosing the COOP program; it would have conveyed

a highly distorted image of the choice process: one that was overly rationat

and artxcuiabie, rooted foremost and prima*iiy in individual consciousness.
What the second half of this ‘paper revealed is that variables such as

logicaln but cultural and that culture has a strong basis in the prortunity
structure. Perceptions of this structure are not primarily psychological
blocks to. éé@;ﬁyééééFi,;gég,égé,gééi insights that provide the basis for

cultural "accommodation strategies."

Conversely, had this paper started with the needs of the occupational
structiure, the expangion of the service sector, the increased demands for
and ideological level in recruiting and training students for those jobs,
it would have conveyed an overly deterministic view of social process,
one in which individuals merely respond to the needs of objective structures.

In this case; for instance, students would be seen as entering the COOP

program as a ggggix;rationai response to job openings in office occupations.

What the infusion of a cultural perspective does in this analysis is
to more properly conitextualize the process of rieaning-nzking and to illumi-
nate some of the spaces withirn the social system viewed as a structured
totality--in this case spaces between the individual; the instrumental .
and expressive orders of the school; the culture of peer groups and families,

and the needs of the 2conomy in order to demonstrate both how social re-

production occurs and where transformation processes could possibly occur.
Since there is a profound homology among the structures and practices

dents accept and reproduce the,meaning of traditioua; sex roles in theiri
vocational choiée. But, in addition, ﬁhat my data cléarly indicate is that

cuiture) is the benefit a group derives from reproducing it. A traditiomal

culture of femininity is not irrational; it is an adaptation or accommodation
(albeit unconsciocus) to the perceived structural limitations of their lives;
it is a choice of the best alternatives thought to be availabla.

18
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Given the scarcity of professional-level or interesting career-type

jobs and the difficulty of handling such a job alomg with home/family re-
sponsibilities; the emphasis the COOP students placed on a traditional
feminine code exhibited a certain amount of good sense. Reproducing a
traditional culture of femininity can even be interpreted as a wsy of
escaping the tedious demands of wage labor and of denying it power over
the self.
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