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Everybody’s paid but teacher
Carpenter, mason, and clerk;
Everybody’s paid but teacher,
She gets nothing but work.
Everybody’s paid but teacher,
Toiling day and night;
Everybody’s paid but teacher,
Drawing her slender mite.
Everybody’s paid but teacher,
Butcher, baker, and cook;
Everybody’s paid but teacher,
Grafter, fakir, and crook.
Everybody’s paid but teacher,
Paid with a scowl or a smile;
Everybody’s paid but teacher,
Whose work is not worthwhile.
Everybody’s paid but teacher,
Seeking her pay above;
Everybody’s paid but teacher,
Living on ethereal love.
—J. H. Harris, “Everybody’s Paid But Teacher,” 1906.
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Introduction

FEMINIST POLITICS AND
THE FEMALE PROFESSION

Throughout the 20th century, female public school teachers (K–12) have
undertaken a variety of efforts to expand their rights as workers and
citizens. With the guidance of feminist ideologies and the support of
local and national women’s organizations, teachers worked on numerous
workplace issues such as pay equity, the right to marry and take maternity
leave, access to principalships and other administrative positions, the right
to lobby and collectively bargain, acquisition of a voice within national and
regional educational associations and other educational reform activities,
and the right to participate in political and social reform movements outside the workplace. In doing so they became active participants in women’s and other civil rights movements. The purpose of this book is to
provide examples of 20th-century collaborations between female teachers
and the women’s movement, and to explore the feminist ideologies, strategies, and rationales women utilized in pursuing their goals. It makes a
contribution to the growing body of women’s history through the connections made between women’s career identities and their political and
social activities, specifically those guided by a feminist perspective,
throughout the 20th century.
Many scholars consider an examination of feminist organizations key
to understanding the spread of feminism as an instrument of personal and
collective change for women (Buechler, 1990; Ferree & Hess, 1985; Martin,
1990). Although a few feminist–teacher coalitions also existed in the 19th
century, the increased percentage of women in teaching and the growing
acceptance of feminist political, economic, and social theory and practice
in the 20th century expedited the more visible and viable alliances between
teachers and the women’s movement. The diversity of 20th-century feminist organizations also begins to reflect women’s differing responses to
political, economic, social, and cultural concerns as affected by their ethnic,
racial, class, geographic, age, and other differences. Some of these variations are illustrated in the strategies, influences, rhetoric, and goals of
female teachers’ organizations and by the women’s organizations with
which they chose to collaborate.
1
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The history of female teachers is complicated by differences not only
among themselves but also among themselves and their male counterparts. Although the work lives of female and male teachers may seem
identical, they are in fact very different due to women’s unwaged experiences. The female reproductive cycle, traditionally considered in conflict
with the ever-pressing demands of the workplace, forced women to either
assimilate to a male work model or drop out of the paid labor force
altogether. Assimilation demanded that the woman, not the man, take
on the burden of the “double shift” that required her to carry out the job
of housewife and mother in addition to her duties as teacher. She had to
frame her work life around her family responsibilities and vice versa.
Schools tended to see a woman’s home responsibilities as counterproductive, drawing her attention and energy away from important tasks of the
workplace. Yet a husband/father was assumed to be a dependable worker,
for whom the role of breadwinner resulted in no parallel criticism.
It is no wonder that female and male teachers were often situated as
adversaries on issues related to pay equity, job mobility, and professional
representation. Throughout most of the 20th century, both males and females continued to view women’s wage earning as temporary and incompatible with women’s true roles as wives and mothers. Feminist ideology
provided the only antidote to such pernicious conclusions.

PLACING TEACHERS WITHIN A HISTORICAL FRAMEWORK
The difficulties in assessing women teachers’ feminist collaboration are
confounded by their relative invisibility in the histories of working women,
clubwomen, and movement women (Harris, 1978; Hummer, 1979; Minkoff, 1995; Rupp & Taylor, 1987; Scharf & Jensen, 1983; Scott, 1990). Though
recent work has moved beyond the too often simplistic, androcentric
estimations of female teachers written in earlier decades, we still have
difficulty assessing them from a broader political, social, and economic
20th-century perspective. Were they young, barely educated, husbandhunters or old, humorless, spinsters? Is their socioeconomic position working-class unionist or middle-class professional? Were they gatekeepers
in a culture that keeps the poor impoverished and the rich in control?
Or were they transmitters of true democracy? Were they government
drones or community intellectuals? They were, of course, all of these
things and more. Their positions as liberators and conservators of the
status quo, as political and apolitical, as altruists and opportunists, deserve
further investigation. This book is intended as a first step toward that
goal.
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Much of what has been written about the social history and workplacereform efforts of 20th-century women teachers has tended to focus on
particular periods, in limited locales, or on one issue (e.g., Cordier, 1992;
Kleinfeld, 1992; Rankin, 1990; Weiler, 1994). This book provides an investigation of the continuity of feminist–teacher coalitions through the 20th
century, through an exploration of the ideologies and strategies that guided
them in their efforts to expand professional and personal opportunities
inside and outside the education institution. It addresses a variety of
teacher perspectives, including racial and multigeographic viewpoints,
by utilizing case studies of how a particular issue was treated in a specific
locale. It contributes to the history of working women by presenting
examples of the value of employment as a means of personal and collective
independence for women. It also explores the tensions women felt between their home and work roles and their efforts to make them more
compatible. It also illustrates the dichotomy that women teachers experienced between their social and economic status because of their marginalization in the work force, the effect that occupational segregation had on
reinforcing the secondary status of women within the economy, and the
manner in which institutions, such as schools, benefited by keeping
women as marginalized workers.
This book focuses largely on the lives of teachers outside the classroom
and on their efforts to improve their day-to-day lives as workers and
women. Teachers participated in organizations such as the National Women’s Party (NWP), the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL), the General
Federation of Women’s Clubs (GFWC), the National Federation of Business and Professional Women’s Clubs (BPWC), the National Association
of Colored Women (NACW), and the National Organization for Women
(NOW), as well as many state and local organizations. Such memberships
expanded their individual and collective spheres of power and influence
while garnering support for their own workplace issues as teachers.
Denied opportunities to make significant changes from within the institution—through appeals to principals, the board of education, or professional organizations—they sought outside avenues, most often in coalition with other female teachers or other women’s organizations.
Feminism, in its many guises, guided teachers in their reform efforts.
Its ideologies sustained them even though few ever utilized the term
feminist as a self-referent. Whether teachers and their organizations identified as feminist or not, their attempts to make meaning of their lives within
the gendered institution of schooling were liberatory. Intellectually motivated and keenly interested in higher wages, improved working conditions, and expanded personal options, they were anything but the altruistic, self-abnegating servants delineated by early school planners. Yet
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teachers often turned such misguided beliefs to their own benefit. They
were well aware that expressions of love for children and a desire to
serve the community (although often truly felt) were marketable qualities
when hunting jobs or improving their pecuniary conditions. In this and
a multitude of other ways they expressed the value of a strategic approach
to improving their public and private lives.
Despite (or because of) their exclusion from electoral politics, women
in the early 20th century devised strategies that included lobbying, the
courts, and the passage of new laws. These clearly demonstrated valid
avenues through which women could assert their agendas. They also
learned to utilize the press, developing relationships with city editors,
pushing newspapers to hire women reporters, and creating their own
newspapers and journals and interchanges with other women’s periodicals.

CHAPTER OVERVIEWS
Chapter 1 provides an overview of the emergence of women’s organizations and female teacher associations, focusing on the strategies and ideologies they exercised in the first decades of the 20th century. By the time
women won the vote in 1920, nearly 5 million participated in some sort
of women’s organization. Over 50% of urban women teachers or former
teachers claimed membership in a club aligned with some aspect of the
women’s movement. Women teachers also formed their own groups in
local and state organizations—and, for a period, even a national organization. In addition, Chapter 1 offers a profile of female teachers along with
an exploration of the changing socioeconomic conditions that encouraged
teacher participation in workplace reform. One of the most critical of
these reforms, equal pay for equal work, is discussed in Chapter 2.
Though male and female teachers essentially carried out the same
tasks, early in the century women earned only half to two thirds of men’s
wages. This understandably became an early cause for agitation. Former
teacher and women’s rights activist Susan B. Anthony pointed out in
1853 that the problem extended beyond the boundaries of the education
profession to widespread occupational segregation, which subscribed to
sexist notions about which areas of labor were more rationally the venue
of male than of female laborers. She explained that by excluding women
from all but a few occupations, society forced women to compete for
the infrequent opportunities within the few. This drove down women’s
salaries and the prestige of the occupations where they predominated.
Further, school administrators used the theory of supply and demand to
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rationalize women’s low wages, because far more women desired to teach
than there were available teaching positions. Moreover, schools rationalized men’s wages as an incentive for remaining in a female-identified
career and as way of holding them as a contingent force for future administrative work as principals or superintendents. Thus occupational segregation ensured both the ghettoization of women’s work lives and the suppression of their wages even within occupations, such as teaching, where
they were numerically dominant.
In an effort to explore this dilemma, Chapter 2 investigates the strategies utilized by New York City teachers in their fight for equal pay in
the first decades of the 20th century. This case study offers an excellent
opportunity to explore women teachers’ feminist-coalition-building owing to the extensive press coverage and also because the women were so
articulate about their tactics. Teachers utilized press conferences, public
debates, political lobbying, rallies, coalitions, and pressure groups to increase community awareness about the issue. In carrying out these efforts,
they built a community of diverse constituents—people who otherwise
would not have met, spoken to each other, or even agreed on any other
subject. The success of such coalitions spotlighted teachers as an obvious
and potentially important faction within the burgeoning women’s movement.
Community building proved the goal as well as the by-product of
the teacherage movement, as examined in Chapter 3. The teacherage, a
home for teachers built on public land and at public expense, generated
a diversity of opinion as well as varying levels of support or opposition.
The teacherage movement illustrates the variegated motivations, intentions, and outcomes that sprang from shifting societal attitudes about the
role of women in the family; the legitimacy of women’s wage-earning
activities; and society’s acceptance or resistance to scientific efficiency as
a means to solving rural education problems.
What at first glance seems to merit only a footnote in the history of
U.S. education provides a fruitful opportunity for assessing the contested
terrain of rural school reform in the early 20th century through the lens
of feminist ideology. The teacherage concept stood at the interstices of
varying factions who competed for authority over the future direction of
public school policy in that period. Thus the teacherage can be seen largely
as a symbolic, though also practical, response to the shifting and complex
objectives of these contending forces. Each bloc—the local communities,
state regulators, school consolidators, women’s clubs, and progressive
reformers—saw the values and problems of the teacherage in terms of
its own group’s rural school reform agenda.
The history of the teacherage also stands as a paradigm of both urban–
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rural cooperation and the dangers of cultural imposition. Women’s clubs
of the early 20th century were known for their urban institution building.
Clubhouses, playgrounds, kindergartens, orphanages, settlement houses,
and homes for working girls all constituted a part of their city-improvement plan. In the clubwomen’s transition into rural reform, the teacherage
became the stimulus for building bridges with farm sisters as well as a
response to the problem of escalating teacher shortages and increasingly
deficient rural schools.
Chapter 4 explores female teachers’ participation in the suffrage
movement. Many of suffrage’s most well-known leaders had once been
teachers and understood the trepidation with which female teachers approached their involvement in this movement. Most teachers worked
because they needed their wages to support themselves as well as their
elderly parents or younger siblings. As public employees, few teachers
could afford to counter local opposition to the vote for women. Thus it
was often in the large school districts, especially in the Northeast and
West, where public opinion proved more liberal or more heterogeneous,
that teachers participated in large numbers in the suffrage movement.
Many school boards and administrators eventually came to endorse suffrage, at least rhetorically, in the belief that female voters would be more
likely to support increased funding for the schools.
Teachers were attractive participants in the suffrage movement. As
trained speakers comfortable in delivering messages to indifferent audiences, they held skills not ordinarily possessed by other community
women. Moreover, their visibility and generally esteemed roles provided
them access to the local population. Teachers also had the time (during
school breaks and vacations) and the skills to produce speeches, pamphlets, and periodicals for the suffrage campaign. In cities like New
York, Washington, D.C., Cincinnati, and Chicago, suffrage parades always
included a significant coterie of teachers. Many teachers also took stands
on the issue in their professional organizations and institutes, addressed
it in their classrooms, and assisted students in forming their own suffrage
groups. They became lecturers in special suffrage schools, training
campaign workers, collecting signatures in support of franchise, and lobbying local and state politicians. Teachers provided a pivotal source of
strength in the suffrage movement from its inception to its fruition in
1920.
But teachers gained as much as they gave. From their involvement,
they learned the benefits of collective action, public relations strategies,
and a greater sense of self-esteem, all of which became integrated into
their own campaigns for increased rights in the teaching profession. Over
and over again we see women teachers speaking publicly about the rela-
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tionship of franchise to their own desire to improve the status of women
educators. Many teachers firmly believed that the vote would not only
remedy their workplace issues but, in essence, become a cure-all of most
women’s social, political, and legal problems. This was not to be the case,
however, and teachers had to attack workplace issues such as equal pay,
the right to marry, and maternity leaves on a district-by-district basis in
a slow and formidable process of legal change and public protest for often
impermanent gains.
Chapter 5 illustrates the many strategies used by teachers to achieve
the right to continue working after marriage. This desire, rooted in the
radical demand for total equality between male and female workers, was
perhaps the first real step in reconceptualizing public work as legitimately
the prerogative of women as well as men. Though some women simply
wanted employers to stay out of their private lives, others understood
that women’s lack of economic self-determination and men’s control of
financial resources lay at the root of female subordination. Men’s opposition to lifting the marriage ban provided women teachers with a tangible
manifestation of the ways in which male domination limited women’s
economic enterprise. At the heart of these debates were tensions about
the appropriateness of women holding full-time and lifetime careers.
These issues also underlie women’s marginalization in unions, which
steadfastly considered the ideal man’s wage as a family wage. This patriarchal assumption permeated all classes, as detailed in the work of Charlotte
Perkins Gilman and other theorists whose ideas directly or indirectly
influenced the work of women teachers in this effort.
Chapter 6 investigates teachers’ protracted effort to develop consistent
maternity-leave policies. Though teachers and their organizations began
testing this issue in the first decade of the century, no systematic and
effective method for dealing with pregnancy leave in the educational
workplace was instituted nationwide until the 1980s. The courts, federal
intervention, and public opinion equipped women teachers with incremental footholds at each stage along the path to achieving a consistent
policy regarding teacher-mothers.

SUMMARY
In summary, this book illustrates some of the key workplace issues faced
by female teachers in the 20th century and their strategies for dealing
with them. Additionally, it provides examples of women teachers’
involvement in women’s groups whose goals and influences extended
beyond the school. The women’s movement, its ideologies, vision, and

