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“I knew well that the only way I could get that door open was to knock it down; because I knocked all of them down.”   This quote by Sadie T. M. Alexander summarizes the struggle that women have endured in order to make their mark in education.  (Epperson 1)  Over the years, women have been oppressed, abused and made to feel inferior to men.  Their struggle to become equal to men has spanned across the educational system and into the workforce.  When women were able to prove themselves in higher education, the chains that held them back for so long were finally broken.
Early America: The limitations of the woman in higher education


Throughout the years, women have struggled to be considered equal in a world dominated by men. A majority of the population, including some females, considered the woman’s place to be in the home, taking care of their children.  It was not common for a woman to receive education beyond basic homemaking skills.  Women were afraid that if they were educated, they would push themselves away from the protection of the man.  Their own husbands would discourage them from pursuing an education. “During the mid-eighteen hundreds women were expected to live up to a feminine ideal. This ideology required women to be “pure, pious, domestic and submissive” (Eisenmann Apendix).” (Horany)

Was it fear of the unknown that kept women from being educated?  Perhaps the men were intimidated, or even afraid of the women who slept next to them at night.  It could have been fear that the women would abandon her family and her duties to her offspring in favor of books and philosophies.  The reality remained that these attitudes and fears would be hard to alter.  The only acceptable form of education was the tutoring of young girls in the skills of the home, which included cooking and sewing.

Universities and colleges were long dominated by Caucasian males; women, along with other minorities, had to fight for their right to be educated.  Eventually, the school system reluctantly accepted students of different cultures, but there was still friction when a woman wanted to be educated like a male.  Colleges would slam doors in the faces of girls wanting to be taught.   It is hard to believe that the educational system denied so many students the opportunity to learn and better themselves.  

Finally, Oberlin College in Ohio opened its doors to students who had been previously denied the chance to be educated, including African Americans and women alike.  The professors of the college enjoyed free speech and the ability to express themselves.  Oberling College admitted fifteen females into their college preparatory program.  Four years later, four women enrolled into the official college track, making it the first official co-ed college in America.  Three women graduated with A.B. degree, making them another first.  “Placing emphasis on the liberal arts and encouraging well-rounded students, Oberlin College continues to emphasize improving the lives of others.”  (Oberlin College)

Other college started to follow the example that Oberlin made.  Realizing that women opened up a new line of students, more and more colleges began to accept them.  It was still a struggle for females to excel in a classroom of intimidating males.  In 1926, a collection of colleges known as “The Seven Sisters” was formed.  The Seven Sisters were an elite group of esteemed East Coast liberal arts colleges for women.  They originally included Mount Holyoke, Vassar, Smith, Wellesley, Bryn Mawr, Barnard, and Radcliffe colleges.  They were intended to be female versions of Ivy League schools in America and set the standards high for the women enrolled.  The Seven Sisters also put monies aside in order to raise the salaries of female professors. (The Seven Sisters)

The Breakthrough:  The female “pioneers” in the universities


There have been a few pioneers who have paved the way for women to break through the field of education.  The first American women to ever receive a PhD obtained it in Mathematics, a subject long thought to be only mastered by men.  Winifred Edgerton was born in Ripon, Wisconsin and was tutored as a young child.  But Edgerton was not satisfied with tutoring; her sights were set on higher education.  In 1883 she earned her B.A. degree from Wellesley College.  She worked for a bit at Harvard and was permitted to study mathematics and astronomy at Columbia University.  

Edgerton ultimately earned enough credits to be considered for a PhD, but it wouldn’t come easy to her. She (wrote) “an original thesis titled "Multiple Integrals" that dealt with geometric interpretations of multiple integrals and translations and relations of various systems of coordinates.”  The thesis was titled “Multiple Integrals” and the school’s President Bernard completely supported her being awarded the PhD she rightfully earned.  Unfortunately, the board of trustee’s denied her PhD.  Edgerton was not discouraged.  Bernard coaxed Edgerton to not give up.  One by one, she confronted the trustees and convinced them that she deserved to be approved.  The next meeting, every one of the trustees voted to award Edgerton her PhD in Mathematics.    Mary Williams writes that "The granting of this degree was the outstanding event of the 1886 Columbia Commencement. When she was given her diploma, according to newspaper reports, there was a 'terrible round of applause which the gallant students in the body of the house kept up fully two minutes.'" (Riddle)

Mathematics was not the only field that was hard to penetrate.  While women were received as nurses, they were never accepted as a family doctor.  One woman decided to break this old tradition.  Elizabeth Blackwell, born in Bristol, England, moved to America with her family in 1895 in order to establish a better life and to help with abolishing slavery.  Blackwell and her siblings fought for women’s rights and supported anti-slavery campaigns from the very beginning.  However, at first Blackwell was not interested in pursuing a career in the medical field.  Instead she became a teacher, which was a much more accepted profession for a woman.  However, when she was taking care of a dying friend, they suggested to her that they “would have been spared her worst suffering if her physician had been a woman.” (National Library of Medicine)

Blackwell resolved to find a college that would accept her as a woman.  She applied to over a dozen schools.  Most of them did not want to accept a woman into their program.  As a joke, one college polled the students to see if they thought a woman should be allowed to attend.  The majority of the students voted yes, and despite reluctance from the faculty, she was accepted at Geneva Medical College in 1847.  (National Library of Medicine)


Two years later, Blackwell graduated with an M.D.. Moving away from New York City, Blackwell practiced in Paris and London for a few years.  While working there, she contracted “purulent opthalmia” from a patient, which ruined the sight in one of her eyes.  Blackwell had always dreamed of being a surgeon, but faced one more strike against her; she could not operate without the use of her eyes.  Blackwell moved back to America, where she decided to open her own practice.  However, she longed to work side by side with other physicians in order to share knowledge and experience.  Blackwell was a lifelong learner; she craved the environment to learn off of others.  So Blackwell looked to find a large, local dispensary, but they would not allow her to join.  (National Library of Medicine)

Blackwell did not give up.  Once again, her friends persuaded her to open her own dispensary.  It started as a small, rented room.   Eventually her sister Dr. Emily Blackwell joined her along with another female doctor by the name Dr. Marie Zakrzewska.  Being in an environment of fellow women doctors inspired Blackwell.  She had finally found her calling and she transformed the small practice into the “New York Infirmary for Women and Children at 64 Bleecker Street in 1857. This institution and its medical college for women…provided training and experience for women doctors and medical care for the poor.” (National Library of Medicine)  


Women had a multitude of prejudices to overcome when taking on other careers dominated by males.  Blackwell was a strong determined woman who would not take no for an answer.  She has inspired women and men alike to follow their dreams and not give up in the face of adversity.  But her story would not be the last.

The next pioneer became a hero not only to women, but to minorities searching for acceptance and equality.  Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander, the first African American female lawyer, was not only trying to succeed as a woman, but as a member of a race that already endured struggles and heartbreak in American history.

Alexander grew up in Pennsylvania and came from a strong, successful family line that fought for the rights of others and demanded excellence in the people around them.  Her relatives were achievers and challenged the racial barriers that held them.  College was an expected of males and females in her family.  “Alexander’s Aunt Hallie Tanner Johnson was a graduate of Women’s Medical College and the first woman of any race to be admitted to practice medicine in Alabama.” It was only natural that Alexander followed her family’s example.  (Epperson 8)

Alexander enrolled in the University of Pennsylvania in the fall of 1915.  Three years later she graduated with honors, and continued on to pursue her masters and eventually, her PhD.  Even though she was an excellent student, Alexander could not enjoy college life like other students.  She was an African American, and racism was prevalent. Not only did she have the disadvantage of being a woman, but the color of her skin made her a target.  It was also thought that since women were inferior to men, and African Americans were lower than a white male, that a woman of color would be next to impossible to teach.  (Epperson)  Alexander was chased out of classes for being a woman and in turn denied by her classmates.  She would go home after classes, but not to hang out with friends or eat at the local diner.  Her acquaintances were few, so her mother made her dinner and she had plenty of time to study without distractions.  (Epperson 13)


Upon graduating, she moved to North Carolina and married a fellow classmate, Raymond Pace Alexander, who was a lawyer.  It was then that she decided she wanted to tackle law school.  She became the first black woman to be enrolled in the University of Pennsylvania School of Law.    (Epperson 12-16) 


Once again Alexander suffered cruelty and unfair treatment.  Racism permeated the halls and she found herself, once again, studying alone.  But she was a strong woman, and persevered.  With every barrier, Alexander never backed down.  

Alexander found that she was not completely alone.  When she was denied by the Dean to be lot on the board, a friend came to her defense.  Philip Werner Amram was a law review editor and chief.  His father was also a member of the faculty.  Sensing that Alexender was being treated unfairly, Amram’s father took a stand and threatened to resign unless she was allowed to join.  He agreed, and Alexander graduated once again with honors.  She became the first African American woman admitted to the Pennsylvania bar.  (Epperson 18)


Alexander happily entered her husband’s law firm and became a civil rights activist and a feminist.  Alexander and her husband made a fantastic team, and she continued her fight to defend others in need.  


Shelby Steele stated, “Opportunity follows struggle. It follows effort. It follows hard work. It doesn't come before.”  Alexander’s success is an inspiration to women and minorities.  She created her own opportunity in the face of hatred and prejudice; she rose above those who tried to keep her down.  Instead of giving up, she used her intelligence to her advantage, proving that women are capable of extraordinary feats.  

The present:  Women in higher education today 

Women are succeeding in many ways today.  “Higher education is the foundation of the empowered women of today.”  (Horany) They are skilled, promoted and respected along with males.  It is not unusual to see females pursuing degrees in engineering, drafting and in medicine.   In 2008, a woman ran for president and broke barriers for the future presidential races. 

In addition, all girls’ colleges are no longer oppressive places for women, but places where they can grow and thrive. When placed in an all female environment, women are more likely to participate, take on leadership positions and have confidence in classes such as mathematics and science.  They are also more likely to pursue graduate school than their peers who attended a co-ed school. (Fountain)

Women are now breaking ground not only with being educated, but in taking positions on college campuses and universities.  “Still, now is an excellent time for women to pursue careers in higher education administration, because women increasingly outnumber men on college campuses, says Sharon Hoffman, provost and vice president for academic affairs at Clayton State University.” (Ghezzi)  Sharon goes on to explain how women are looking for role models.  They want to see a woman president, or a female Dean of Education.


Clubs and organizations are being formed to support women on and off campus.  Examples are Woman in Engineering (WiE), National Center for Women and Policing, and the Center for American Women and Politics.  These organizations recognize the need to empower women and support them in their endeavor to contribute to society.  


The discrimination of women still exists and will take years to completely abolish.  However, in the past two centuries, females have taken great strides to compete with males in and out of the classroom.  Eleanor Rooseveltsaid it best when she stated, ““The battle for the individual rights of women is one of long standing and none of us should countenance anything which undermines it.”
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