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themes in-the career pathways of the women, but blacks and whites
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;. are not démulations of occupations typically associated with women R
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o mgagenent- that ie to say. according to the identities which our society

: assigns to age categories,eserious_coneideration— fa-career symbols 1is not -

select or be’ plac& in a high school mrricultmx track a college degree

- called upon to describe and justify his or her osn future course in terms

. :_mwj:identification’in terms” of “the cultural timetable of jobs and careers, . “’“
r‘“ff' : :

‘ In a recent book, David Pleth writes. : s
"To know if we are mature we nueg convince people-ourselves
included-that we embody the right history of persomal experience. :
And to gain this history, the self must enter into long engage~ P
menta with the culturel symbole that identify experience, and ‘ s K

. with others in society who guerd the neaning of -the symbols"
(1980 3). i :

e e e wm e mm— Aaee e s e

In- the United Statee, as ve grow up, cultural gymbhols of jobs and _careers -

" help to frame our understandinge of what our futures might be like During

the early yeere of our livee, job and career symbols do not require serious

£

4 A - o it -

expected. As ‘adolescence runs.its course, however, it is expected that job -

and career symbols be’ seriouely engaged so0 that preparations are made for

" selection -and aas‘mlPt:Lon of actual jobs-and careers. Expectations to ]

consider seriously job and career symbols are marked in a number of ways,

including increaaed parental or family pressure to prepare and consider

options, career develo%ht courses, testing, and guidance counseling, career

days in junior high, sénior high, andvt:ollege, and requirements that one

program, or a major field of study.

‘ /' Such requirements make it inevitable that the maturing person will be

of the cultural symbols of joos and careers. In so doing, 'the individual,

is constructing a social performnce using the s ymbols and images which hold

meaning for thosge around him or her (Plath 1980: 16; but . ‘see also Clement

© 1977 for a similar idea expressed in the term, representatious“) Plath

(1980) has a.rgued that these constructions include three operations:

R L
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justification of one' s position along the timetable, ‘and projection of what

" lies ahead (p. 9—13) o

- )L‘-‘\‘. 3,;(
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e In a recent study of women's career choices, my colleagues-and I conducted

life history and "current events" interviews~with a small number of collége

=3
°

’® As a part of each interview, questions were asked about current

women..
'career interests and”plans., in addition, a section of the life history
o interview asked,respondents to think back over, their lives and recount all
the career interests and plans they could remember. For each job or career,'
R ‘ respondents were asked when they first had the idea, what steps they had . .

fo oo ————— ————

taken to pursue itf‘whether anyone had encouraged them-to pursue it, and I
when (if ever) they had dropped the idea and why. Thus, thesy interviews ~}'
) afforded.our respondents the opportunity to construct social performances

using jgb and career ymbols to ¢€xplain their own experiences,,interests,
and plans. ' ' ‘
;{;;,_,, . ;Thevwomen who participated in the study were 12 black and 11 white women e <
}j . attending two state universities in the South. All of the’participants

. were selected from a pool of women who responded to posters,, personal letters-and

N campus_newspaper advertisements describing the study and asking for volunteers.

- é

Participants were interviewed for a year, beginning in the middle of their

- K




' freshmen year. Participants were selected to represent the range of career

o choicés-—here operationalized.as chdice of a college major-on.each campus.

science careers, we decided to oversample women naming math or science majors. _

-y ]

In selecting the sample, differences in.the distribution of math/
E o . Science majors ampng the applicants’ from each campus were revealed. A
significant number of the white applicants named pure math or science majors
whereas only one of the black—applicants did. 'Im contrast manv more blacks
than whites chosé business and therapeutic fields (which may be categorized N
as appiied math/science) .This situation led us to distinguish "pure" from

applied" math/science fields and select women with samewhat different majors

—

as representative 6f the math/science _group on each campus. Thus, the white
" sample included several pure math/science majors whereas,the*black*sample
. included only applied math/science majors (the-one black ori?inally believed

to be a pure science major turned out to be aiming for a degree in physical

therapy, ‘an applied field)
All of the black women attended a predominantly black university and
were interviewed by other black women who were familiar with the campus

and who were several years older than the respondents. All of the white

- Ay
women attended a predominantly white university and were interviewed by

o

white women familiar with the campus "and several years older.
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b"Becanse we had a speoial interest in women who were preparing for math or _7/
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: Caréhr Course Prqsentations , 0“ oY
In the construction of their arswvers to\the questions asked in the life
history and curreat events interviews, it -becomes clear that tuere are
common themes in the career pathways of the women in our sample, yet blacks
-and whites choose somewhat different symbols to describe their career interests.,f
These findings point to the conclusion that there may be differences in ways
of thinking about futures and differences in ways of making preparations for

those futures.

Blach Women . I \ 2:

In recalling the career interests they have had over the span of their

"‘lives, the'black women in our group “tend to have considered a fairly small
number of career interests and to associate these interests with family,
community, or school adults they have known. During elementary school and

junior hfgh, careers mentioned include’ teacher, social worker, stewardess,

model and actress. Except for actress, these careers are associated with

older family or black community members all females, e. g., one woman had .

an older sister who wanted to be a stewardess, another had an aunt who was

a teacher, and a-third knew a woman from the community who was a social worker.
-——  Of these early role models, most respondents“say_that they decided not . .

to emulate such modelsa That'is, respondents portray the role model and/or

her job in a negatiye light. Respondents'portray themselves as not having

the proclivities or interests for that kind of 3ob or they talk about the

problems associated with“such a job. Hard work for low pay is the most

frequently mentioned prhblem associated with these jobs. Thus, these women

tend to justify their lack of interest in those careers traditionally found. .

et o s o i i i

~ among black women on the grounds that such jobs are too much work for their.
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low pay scales or that such jobs require talents or interests which these -

women do not believe they have. o

R J?kfhis~pattetg of presentation does not change until the women begin to ‘W;,wi
talk ebout;their junior or senior high ;chool vears. At some poipt during
these years all of the women in our group reported choosing the career

3 vhich would later form the basis for their college courses and majors. The
selection of this career is usually associated with the presence of either

a black, female, nonfamily member who becomes a positive role model or a

' favori;e school 'adult (always black and usually female) who gives specific

-

AY

encouragement to pursue a certain career. For example, one respondent men-

‘,‘;_,__ __,__;ioned.hearing about a~black—business*woman who was politically pfominent . . -
;in her hometown. Several others mentioned black women they.met or heard "‘ :
aboutxvhile working after school during high schodl,.. On the other hand,
some mentioned the advice of black high‘school counselors and black teachers
as the impetus for their choices. ) . 2

The existence of a positive role model during high school serves. to ' -
consolidate the career interests of a number of the black women in our group.

° take Gina, 3 for example. She recalls that she was motivated to go into a

"business field" by a_black "business" woman in her hometovn. Gina does -

- ot know this woman personally, but says she vants to "be somebody" like o i

this woman is. Gina herself went -to_work as_a sales clerk-in a clothing

store during high school and says she developed a special interest in buying
clothes :there. Now she is majoring in Business Administration, with an o ¢
emphasis in marketing. When asked 'if she took any steps to learn'more about

business careers during high school, she says o, éXcépt to take courses in

¢ o ) T
e °
business. . o .
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.
. Advice from a favorite adult in high school seems to consolidate career

interests, too. Joy reported that her high school counselor told her that-

data processing was "high paying,"-"here to stay," and that "moredand more s

blacks are going into it." Joy then took a class in.data'processing while

in high school and decided to major in it at college. When asked if she had
_..-taken any steps to learn more about the field, she said no, although someone

showed her an article which confirmed that data processing was "a good field

¢ ) -

“to go into." °

“

By the time they got to college, five of the cwelve_ black women had
settled on Business majors; one‘selected Physical Therapy, and one selected ‘,
”nNursing (both "applied" Mhthchience fields); two. chose Education, _two_ chose‘ ﬂﬂi w\’
'Criminal Justice .and ones chose Psychology. Once in college, career choices i Cel
(i.e., majors) are usually discussed in terms of how many courses are needed .
how difficult the courses are, how much studying is required to make good

grades and the cost to social activities. -
Changes in plans for a major‘during college are few. Even though these

women may be doing poorly in the courses they need for their majors, in only

IR}

one case did someone switch majors (and this, from accounting to data processing,

»reportggly because more of her friends were in the data processing courses)

LI -

Interestingly, during college, it does not Appear important to find a job

related to one's career plans. Where gpny of these women had work experiences

P Y o e i o = - = e m = e [ U U

during high school which directly related .o their career choice, few did

during college. Neither did they mention this situation as a drawback. In*

stead, they focused simply on their need to earn spehding money in college.
~w~w_____’I.'he_.t:emiency to stick with-one's career-choice despite negative feedback “_%*fff

as-well as-the lack of‘concern abouf“obtaining hands-on job=related experience .

&




durin%,collage suggest that these women may conceive of the completion of ' v

- ‘v
; - a college degree program rather than the way it is completed as the necessary
prerequisite to future jobs in the chosen field In other words, these

'women,s em to understand college as a step toward a job, not as a place to

% K]
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""confir disconflrm or explore career choices,
/

£

Einally, in projecting forward the black women in our sample say that

/they are pursuing their majors with the aim of obtaining well-paying jobs

' ’//>/ which will allow them some financial independence after collegs. Mbst
T .
renvision this financial independence as desirable so the( can purchase cars, , .

"have’ their own apartments and buy clothes. . For most, ma;riage is -also
-~
° _mentioned as>an attractive future. although it is described .as conflicting

with the desire for %?nan cial independence. Thus, most say they plan to

\
work for awhile after college before getting married and beginning a family.

»
-

Whites _. . e

In contrast to their black counterparts, the white students identify
quite a range of career interests prior to high school These are usually
not linked ,to actuel role models in the family or community but more often

are "ideal types" such as fireman, doctor, writer) or scieatist, who are

«

T known from television, books, or descriptions by significant othefs €.g8.,
- the father who tells his daughter that she should be a scientist. From

” earliest memories through high school, most of the white women present

e — e o B e s— JR— e e T T SN
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several career interests simultaneously, including those promoted by relatives
or significant others and those "ideal types" of interest to the person her-

self. Interestingly (in comparison . to the black group), the persons associated

with various careéer interests“are‘deScribed more as sources of information and ——

enicouragemerit™ regarding the career than as people ‘to model-oneself after. Even- . -]
3 o . !
when one of ;
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poet, other people continue_to serve as sources of information about other

»

career-poséihilities.

»

Like their black counterparts, afcisions to pursue a field which later

. becomes one's college major seem to be finalizen in high“school. The decision

’

is usually agsociated with a fairly long list of rewarding experiences in‘

that field, e.g., good grades;.success at special performances (singing, .

r . ‘ * 9

poetry, writing contests); encouragement by one or more people, inciuding-
. N ) . ) .
"but not limited to school pe “sonnel; selection into an elite group on the

basis of ability in the field success at an afterwschool job in the field

.

and the absence of negative feedback. ' .

' Bv the time they reached college, five of the women in the white group
had selected pure math or science fields, and two had selected applied '

science fields (Actuary and, Physical Therapy): Jonrnalisn, Foreign Language,

?

Music and Psychology.had each been selected by one persen.

Unlike' their black counteiparts, whites, once in college, seem to view

9 ’ : .
changing majors as acceptable, even expected. Among the eleven, five changed

" their majors. All the white women discussed other fields in such a way as

.

to indicate (l) that they might just as well have majored chere (e.g., they-

were continuingocoursework in these fields) and (2) that they were not losing

LY, Yy
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interest nor entirely cloging off options for a future~in~these other fields. o

One woman {not one . of the five-who "changed" majors) declared a double major

and at least one other would nave _done so-if it had _not me%njf%he expense

of another yéar of college. ’ .

. Purther, college courses are described as chances to evaluate one's choice

N "of"a*major-asawell_as one 'S interests and courses are evaluated in terms
‘_‘of"both*grades-and interest. In iiscussing_ghich courses to take and whether
or not to stick with_ a major, these women ST T \'

-

“_v
e W




- [ - Y o ~
.- ‘. > x s o .
o . . . e I'"

. favor courses and majora whicH are interesting and in which good‘grades are g,

probable. Correspondingly, decisions' to switch majors are usually described

. -

as reaulting from poor grades and lack of int@:est. Often,:réaaons given

-

4

~? 1‘

~Eor switching majors appear 11l~founded. For. e;ample, one student, Aggie, A
‘ N

who switched fron -physical therapy to nursing, named two reasons’ for her.- -~ |
e . 3 E Al Fn ;' |

decision. l)Jreflecting o the amount of time a suitemate in physical M Jh, N s

therapy spent studying,'ﬁggie thought it would be easier for her to achieve i
© . the 3 0 average required for nursing than the 3 5 average required for

. physical therapy, and 2) she felt that nursing did not cause dne to encounter

o
i

as much suffering as physical ?herapy!
Finally, in projecting into the future, women in the white group expect
their careers to be,intereating, challenging, and. of benefit to others. .
(Unlike the black group, whites tend to concei%e of joba as including the
aspect of service to others, while blacks see servicé as taking place out-
side the job itself.) Among whites, monetary rewards are seldom mentioned.

. Further, white women rarely mention marridge or having children’as_an'aspect ‘

-
LY

of their futures. When these'things are mentioned, they are described as
subsequent to eétablishing onesglf_in a career. Thus, like their black

. peers, members of the white géoup expect to have a job when they finished college.
‘ / : o

Summary and Conclusions .

[}

. d . -
These findings suggdét that black and white college women employ some
common themes but select/ different symbols to construct career pathways. In
the first piace, both groups report preferences for careers which are not
emulations of accupations ‘typically associated with women they have known in
B the preceding generation. T%e black women in our sample are not, as a rule,
selecting careers, such as socihl work and teacher, which members of their -

/
familiea and ccumunities have assumed in the past; the white women are not

T
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'aspiring to oe prinarily housewives, the caiEer of most of their mothers.

Instead, at least some black women are aspiring to business and technical * .

caréers' Ghile white women are aspiring’ to fulltime careers and,. in some

A 8

instances, to math or science ca:eers previously the province of men.
‘ A\

- Secondly, the theme of independence runs through the descriptions of both

>

«' groups. For hlacks however, ihdependence is framed in terms of financial

independzgce, while for’whites, independence takes the form of a career

) outside the hbme and the freedom and opportunity to do something one likes.

L
- Thirdly, college experiences are seen by both groups a¢ a crucial phase

-of the carébr pathway. but for différent ‘reasons. Among the black women,

. d

. college is a gime to take the steps necessary to obtain a credential which
\ o

in turn, allows oné to assume 'a’desirable job upon graduation. For the .

-
-

white women, college is a time to explore: various career possibilities in
. order to ‘find the one which. is most personally suitable. The black women
__most often just}fy their selection of a° college major jia terms of the

; financial rewards and advantage Lo be gained later on; the white women ground

<

their choices in the potential for inte;est, challenge and service in the
future. Thus, -the black women, in onr grgnb appear to be oriented toward
steady progress tchrough cdllege, aspiring to the credential which will allow
them to assume financially rewarding jobs. Whitei‘ on the o;;er hand are
attending collage with the aim of finding a career which will be personally
suited to their interests and proclivities and which will eventually lead"

them to a cHallenging and interesting life.
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Finallyipi_t__is ‘_._teresting -to note that neither group explicitly

associatea. college career choice with gender role. In other words,. the

~

R wouen in the preaent study seem to viev the selection of a major as a

solution to the problem, made current by the pressures and expectations -

S ’
gi’l - of college life, 'of defining a career pathway, not of defining a gender !
T - role. Put yet another way, careers are not, at th‘is time, being evaluated o i
in terms of gender; rather they are being evaluated primarily in terms of
i” their potential for interest and challenge (for whites) and their potential
;*i ; for financial success (for blacks) - e . \
; ‘ j,}’:‘ Couche‘d among \\the factors whi(omprise the evaluations, gend;e
‘ related factors can be found, but-’{h/ey are not particularly salient to AR
:; the woynen in our sample. Some women give indications of gender-stereotyped
proclivities,‘e.g., the interest in ser:rice and the dislike of suffering. .
‘ Female role models also appearA \i;portant, at least for blacks when first
q : selecting a career path to .pursue.' However\, when blacks discuss structural L
gf B barriets*fél occupational attainment, these ,discussions‘ are about racial, .
§ ~ " not gen;er )barriers. For whites,h structural barriers are. rarely mentioned. . j
L Whites, in making their evaluationa seem to rely heavily on feedback. .
Mgg}, . uchwmmaﬁa;; themselves, the reliance -
; on feedback provides an opportunity for others to convey gender-related )
‘ . '. information subtly or tacitly, rather than explicitly. The point here is
s that while ié\gdér-related factors may be implicated in college career S
’ decisions, their impact is.quite indirect or seemingly unimportant at this .
N ’ point in time for the women in our sample. o = , - Lo
¥ o o " . In .conclusion, what is :especialiy striking about these data is the lack.
Lgi;» ; :of infornation about careers and what they really entail. This situation . ) o
;x ! seems ripe for the operation of subtle mechanisms, such as feedback which - e
¥ N
2 - . ] R _ ,
- R i ‘13 . . ) ‘
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can indirectly limit women's particiéatio; or inte;:est in male-dominated
careers. Further, the lack of recognition of the a;ecial opportunities
for and problems faced by career women.would exacerbate the situation.
Thus,. it may be that many women really want to follow nontradit{.onal, path—
ways, are suited for such careers, aﬁd have opportunities to do so, yet
they lack irformation which would allow them to consider certain careers

. and the support necessary to recognize and overcome subtle _éonservative

_ Pressures whicn 6’perate to prevent their realization of such opportunities.
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5 .. ~ 1. These data were collected as part of the study entitled, "Women's
Peer Groups and Choice of Career," funded by the National Institute of )
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Yo N.I.E.; however, the views expressed in this paper are solely my respon-
3 sibility.
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