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Introduction

Ac young women approach high schocol gradusticon, the
imagees they create of their futurec become more and more
rectricted. “Proporticnately," Rosen and Annechensel (1978&:
170> discovered through a large survey study, "the number of
girle who think they will <ill cterectypically feminine
cccupations increases with age, while the percentage who
expect to end up in mazecul ine jobs declinecs.”

Thie rectriction is not, however, cclely within types
of wage ltabor jobe. In addition, young women’s cence of
identity subordinates wage labor to domestic labor identity
and often excludes it entirely., @Ac Wolpe statec:

By the time teenage girle reach schocl leaving age
they articulate their future in terme of family
responcibilities. They reject, often rexlictically,
advice about purcsuing school subjecte which could
open up new avenues; the jobe they anticipate are
not only within their scope, but more importantly
are eacily acceccsible to them and in conformity with
their future familial recsponcibilities (1%7&: 2Z2e) .,
fApparently, not even cocial cless entirely mediates the
impact of being born femzle cince "= girl whose father 1¢ &

likely to expect tc be & full-time houceviidfe

4]

physician ic &

-—

&€ 1€ & deughter of & plumber " tFoeen and mneshencel 17720

180, Gender i€ €till the key determinent of work 1dent)ty,
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While we have & generzl sence of the roles traditional

cex role sccialization and the sexual division of labor play
in this identity restriction, the process is not wel)
understocd. By analyzing the representations and discourses
of & “typical’ agroup of high school women as they make the
transi tion from schocol to work, this paper reveals scme of
the specific ways in which young women’s relation to the
mar.et econcmy ie marginalized and their relation tc the
home economy heightened.

The csubjects of the study attended a predominantl)y
white, working class comprehensive high schocl in &
proaressive midwest city in which a major university, the
state government, a food procescing plant, and insurance
compantes were major employers., Though the cccial clacss
division wae not absolute, the scuth cide of town had cne
other working class high school while the two middle clacss
high schocls were on the north cide.

Since clerical work is the main area in which women
find emplcoyment, the study focused on high schocl seniors
enrclled in & cooperative office education progrem, commornly
referred to &¢ COOF. Thic program placed studente in half
day office Jicbe for which the ctudents received both pay and
cschool credit, The rest of the day wae <spent in relzted
bucinece, academic, anc general education courcses. 1 spent
&n academic year with one cohort of cixteen ctudente in

their clacsces and on the yob, cbserving their experiences
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end interviewing them, their teacherc and cupervisors, as
well ac celected graduates of the progrem so I could better
understand women’s school-to-work transition.

What ! dicscovered were ironic and generally unintended
coutcomes of vocational education. @lthough the CCOOP
program’‘s explicit goal was the reproduction of clerical
workers, it actually facilitated a new generation of women
who identified more with domestic labor. Furthermore,
identification with coffice work often came at the expense of
& profeccional identity.

Merginslizing the Profecscional Seld

Official COOP quidelines far selecting studente inlc
the proaram ctated that the studente must have clearly
defined career goals which fell within the broad categories
of office coccupetione: accocuntina, computing, data
processing, general clerical, cecretarial, typinag, etc. The
quidelinecs presumed immediate full time employment in office
worK upon high school graduation.

But the real ctudente celdom matched the hy»pothetical
cfficial student., Instead, many were definitely colleqe
bound: ccme viere concidering college; csome were testing out
cffice worb, tc cee if they liked 1ty znd othere were ucing
it to develop Job skille, & wordk history, znd references &€
z csxfety met 1 ozn ouncertzin worlao Melly, 178850,

For the student wvith coliege aspiratione, the COOQF

e perience tended to temper or el iminate that desire., In

. BEST COPY AVAILABLE




some casec, the COOP experience reinforced the conflict

be tweeen & profeccional self image and what wae poessible or
desirable for & woman. In other casec, professional celf
images were discarded in favor of more immediate sescurity or
autonomy.

Top management positions, while outside the bounds of
self image for some students because of their inherent
maleness, were dismissed by otherec only after serious
reflection on their initial work experiences. Those whose
experience included female managers regarded the phycical
and psychologica?! time commitment incompatible with the
proimary workK of mothering. Thoce whose work experience
excluded women managers found the career ladder tc be either
totally obecure or closed tc womern.

Some ctudente considered themselves toc chy to stand
the trauma of & new environment and new friends. For them,
the COOF job wae & supportive entree tc the frightening
world beyond <chool. 1t afsisted them in meking the
trencition from schocl to work. They» were not left to do
the work of relocation themcelves, Cnce in an acceptable
workplasce and coffered & full time pocsition zfter high
cschool, thece ctudente chcoce not to lezve, though strongly
encoureged by family &nd school persconel to zttend collece.,

For cother ctudente, Jgobh cfferc through their COCGF
experience provided the means for & Tong scught-zfter cor

required independence, For middlie clase »cuth, this
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autonomy ic attained by going aweay to colleage (Rubin, 197é&).
Ncot sco for worKing clase »outh. For them, college attendance
ic not freedom, but the experience of renewed or prolonqed
empoverichment. Receiving a full-time paychecK ies the most
acceptable way to establish & life apart from parents.
Though this push toward independence wee most often
initiated by the daughter, parents, ecpecially those
experiencing financial strain, &lec encouraged this
movement.

Maureen provides the moet vivid example. Raiced in a
single parent household in which her mother, %tcc proud to
accept welfare, csupported the family through employment in a
box-makinag factory, Maureen was required to make regular
mcnetary contributions toward family bille from the time che
wee fifteen., Employed firet ac a maid, then as a recstaurant
receptionict, Maureen was working forty houre a week at two
jJobe as a high echcol senior. Though che had sericugly
cepoken about pursuing a science degree at the beginning of
her cenior year, when graduztion came che enrclled pert time
in bucinecss clascecs at the local community collge.

Though Dorothy was not, 1ikKe Maureen, pushed by her
parentcs intc financial independence, her experience wae much
the same. Both viomen were bright znd hich &chievers,
clezrly czpablie of colleoge success. Deorothy’e father viznted
her tc be # teacher—--the fircst in the family to obtezin &

ccollege degree. Eut his death during her csenior yezr c&uced
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Dorothy to reconcsider her plane., Refiecting on the deferred
earnings, the ccet of tuition, and low teacher calariec,
Dorothy decided the cost was not worth the additional
financial burden to an already poor fanily. She needed to
become financially independent,

Once in full time jobe, COOF graduatecs were generally
reluctant to re-enter student life, which they experienced
as empoverishment, dependence and subcrdination. Work,
though boring, unchallenging, and leading no where, was
supeﬁior that. Even the COOF graduate who wae in a pre-med
program at the univercity was concsidering dropping out in
favor of extending her part time credit union work toc full
time; there she wae at least treated z¢ an equal.

Aanother etudent who concidered a medical career was
eimilarly deterred. For her, sexual independence was
closely linKed with financial independence. Moving into an
apartment with her boyfriend shortly after high schcol
graduation, she decided to forgo college to support him
through echool, She maintained a full time cffice job
inetead,

Obiectively, each of thece working clase women could
heve zttended college—-traditionally & meane toward greater
financial independence and more autonomoue, rewarding work,

Yet in each czce, the very drive for autonomy iteself became

the force which bound them more tightly into working clase

Jobse and their precent cccizl poeitione. Thoee who strece
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the internzlized subordination of women’e conhsciousness mics
thie hidden or cuppresced, but very real, acpect.

Marginalizing the Clerical Self

Unlike those discucsced above, another group of COOP
ctudents never concidered college attendance or the type of
work for which college would be necesszry. Yet thece
students, too, e¢ngaged in processes of disenagzaement from
the work environment, of preventing the market economy too
much control over their cself definitions. They, too, were
striving for & sence of autonomy, a quest which also led to
inverce consequencec,

Fart time work, temporary work, and changing work
places are strateaies women use, not only to manzge family
responcibilities, the explanation mocet often fcund in the
literature, but to prevent the workplace from exerting
excessive control (McNally 1979). Boredom and workplace
probleme prompt job searchee and recignations—— particularly
in newer, lece invecsted employees. The »oung COOF workers
seemed to quickly gracsp the reality that, as Ellen‘e
supervicor o cogently and sadly ctated, "The longer you
etay &t & place, the more it owne you."

Nancy i€ & caese in point. Reoarded by the COQOF
tezcher 2¢ both capezble anc zttractive, Nancy wze cent to
interview 24 2nd esubcsequently wae hired by one of the tcown’s
moet ccucht sfter employerc——z thriving mortgaae insurance

company with a reputation for a friendly work environment
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and interna) promoticne. Upon gradustion Nancy was offered
& full time poeition which she promptly rejected in favor of
continued part time employment with the firm." A glamorous
young woman, Nancy preferred to seek out a second part time
position at & local shopping mall where she would be more
vieible and mcore central to the scurce of fashicn
distribution. She was acting to prevent narrow boundaries
from blocking her cptione and self development.

Nancy’s selection of & second job <ite was not random.
It was & choice embedded in cultural notions of social
spaces appropriate for women and by the idecloay of "the
gl amorous woran" perpetuated evern in the COOP program.
Students were encouraged to model themselves after GLAMOUR
megazine in preparing for job interviewes, to highlight not
their work knowledge but their bodily image (Valli, 1983),

Once strdents had jobe the marginalization of a clerical
identity most swiftly and forcefully occurred in excessively

cpecialized and routine office jobe, jobs which lacked

variation and required relatively littie knowledge.
Approximately one-third of the COOF ctudente 1 interviewed
were file clerke and typicte: jobs with the highest decreec
of routinization and specialization. Although file clerke
mioght or cccaeion be acked to type, photocopy or collate,
they spent the veet amount of their time alphatetizing,

corting, and filing——cometimes a2t brezthtzking épeed.
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The typiste, &as would be expected, cpent the bulk of

their time typing. 1he typing generally involved encoding
isolated bite of information onto forme and insurance
ctaims. Hundreds of the came type of forms would be
completed by a typist. Typists always did some photocopying
and collating and csometimes filed or assicted with mailinge.
Compared to the 1imited range of tacke file clerks and
typists were ascsigned, clerk typist and account/credit clerk
placements engaged COOP students in a wide variety cf
ascignmentz. In addition to filing, typing, photocopying
and handling the mail, they alsoc answered phones, delivered
mecsages, Kept recorde, manipulated statistical data, made

appointments, and functioned as coffice receptionist. Not

eurprisingly, these ctudents were far more saticefied with
clerical work than were typicts and file clerke.,

Dissaticsfaction wae highly correlated with the rcutine and

i i these
specialized nature of the Jjob (Jalli 198¢&>. §Since

jobe are primarily found in the expanding monopoly
capitalist sector and in large bureaucratic state agencies,
there is every reacon to believe, as Eravermen (1%974) has
argued, that clerical positione are becoming increasingly
more routine., The repercuscione for women cffice werkers

can be depicted as followe:
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monopoly capitalism/bureaucratization

v
routinized/specialized jobs

v
diccaticfaction

v
marginalized wage ltabor identity

heightened domese(c labor identity

What were scme of the specific everyday experiences of
new office workers which heightened dissatisfaction?
Production rate wae cne, particularly when facst ratec of
highly frazgmented work {e.q. sorting) were required. This
intencification of labor increaced error ratec and
dicsatisfaction. Even supervicsores recognized the problem of
werkK intencification: "The women aren’t given time to get
craanized, to think about what thev’re doing. Who wants to
sign their name tc something that’s done wrong? Everycne
thinke, “0Oh, who’e that who made all thoce mictakee? "

Etrangely enough, mictakes and diccaticfacticn aleo
increzced when work waze toc slow and too repetitive, One
COOF ctudent, placed ac & clerk typict accicting & benk
vice-precident., received rave reviews from her cupervisors

during the firet two quartere of the cource. UWhen che we
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switched to a filing department in need of some extra short
term acsistance, her evaluation plummeted. Efforts were
immediately made to move her, for fear she would not
complete the semester.

Rigid accountability systeme alsc characterized routine
Jobs and iheightened dissatisfaction. These e¥steme included
regular reporte of work quantity, error rates, performance
increases and rule infractions, and tended to infuriate
workers, expecially when perceived to ke unfairly &applied:
when supervisors were not cimilarly accountable, or wher
cupervisore penalized some workere but not others for the
same viotation.

New workers were alsc given work which they perceived
to be the recsponcibility of their superordinates. Work
regar-ded as too mundane for a certain level emploree was
often pacscsed down to a subordinate. Young workeres were
highly critical of thie practice. 0One alumna, for instance,
complained about being "the little stave, the go-fer, the
pereon they send to do thie and that." Debbie resented the
work her cupervisore gave her, which che believed they were
simply tco lazy (not too busy) to do. Eecaucse of this
csituation, che wae locking for another position at the time

of our interview, Another alumna voiced the came cobijection:
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«eo.the lower you zre on thg chart the more work you

have tco do....instead of gathering information

themselves, they just call down for it. They're

Juet putting off things they should handle

themselves.

1f these accociated factors were not enouagh to drive

women from routine office work, the repetitive nature of the
tacke themselves, creating extreme experiences of self-
estrangement, was:

.ol would like to do something elce because 1 do

the came thing every day and it gets p. .ttty borina.

I would like to do different things. And learn

some thing else, toco.

When 1 wae just in files I alwaye felt like 1 wae

acing to fall acleep. In filing it wae the same

stuff over and over.
Even the specizl education student (officially clacssified as
mentally retarded) found herself extremely bored and
dicsaticfied with the routine nature of her filing Jjob.

Thoee clerical workere who pictured themselves staying

in & given department for come time quickly produced &an
environment which humanized the workplace in & dictinctively
feminine way. Ficturee of boyfriende, fiancee, huebands and
children quickly filled available deck space. Echool-made

decoratione zdorned coffice walle, especially at holiday
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time. ChiIQr;n’s fundraicing products were regularly sold.
Homemade cakee markKed each other’s birthdays. The workplace
was invaded by the culture of the traditioral family.

These were actions by women office worKers to prevent
the workplace from locking out their authentic selves. They
were buffers to alienating work, attempts to reintegrate the
public and the private domains =0 rigidly separated in
modern capitalist economies. While thece practices weakened
the insulation of the public from the private, they
ironically strengthened the barriers between male and female
office workers. The social activities and symbolic
representations of the two groups bore little in common.
Since women were generally the only onec to engage in these
activities, imaces of women ac homemakers were continually
re-created for the COOP studente. Woman’e work, even her
office work, involved creating a homelike ervironment.

Little analysic or critique of the work experience was
included in the studente’ office-related curriculum during
the course of their senior year. When students publicly
voiced concerne atout boredom or favoritiem, the commente
were generally cut off or re-directed. Nor wae much effort
expended on the development of office <kille and knowledge
beyond basic unite on filing and payroll preocedures, letter
ttylec, phone techniquee, and procfreading.

Studentec were, one might say, being trsined rather than

educated. The) were provided oniy with basic competence to
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produce entry—-level work, not with skills to evaluate
working conditions. Thics artificial limitation on Knowledge
gave the false impression that there was not much to learn
about office work and nothing to be done to change office
conditions. Discatisfying work conditions, because
undiscussed, tock on the appearance of being & natural znd
unchangeable rahter than a socially coéstructed reality.,
Because of this orientation, the schocl component of the
CO0P program further marginalized the students’ wage 1zbor
identities.

Conclucion

Scholare have long acKknowledged the role schooles play in

reproducing a sexual division of labor. Despite the
re—emergence of & feminiet mcocvement and anti-cex
discrimination legicslation, schcocole are <till places where
boye and girls tend to study different curricula and where
traditional sex roles are perpetuated. Phyeice, calculus
and shop clacses are ctill filled with boyse, home economics
and office education clacses with qirle.

So the fact that in the early 19807¢c Woodrow High
Schocl’s cooperative office education program waes preparing
only young women for clerical work i€ not surpricing. UWhat
ie jolting to common-sence notions of vocaticnhal education
ic that & program which cctencsibly prepares younc pecple for
the merket economy can €0 effectively merqinalize wage labor

identity., We are, in other worde, accustomed toc schocole
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helping boye get shop floor jobe and qirls qet office jobs,
We do not customarily think of office education helping
girle become homemakers. Yet numerous aspecte of COOP did
Just that.

1¥f Bernctein (1977: 215) ic correct in positing that
*insulation is the means whereby the cultural is transformed
into the natural,” that "insulation suppresses
arbitrarinecs” then a program such as COOP hacs the potential
of revealing the culturally arbitrary-~in this case, the
sexual division between domestic and wage labor. By
intensively preparing women tc be autonomous through their
wage—earning capabilities, COOP officially stands in
opposition tc women’s dependence. However, this position is
ceriously eroded throuah practices mentioned here: placing
women in routine jobe, encouraging use of the “feminine’
body, and de-emphacsizing skill development and analysis of
the workplace.

These conditione maKe the quest for autonomy which the
COOF studente undertake illusory and cshort-lived. Fart time
employment doec offer more ccantrol over time and expande the
physical space in which to "actualize" the self. The
immediate trade-off, however, ic the leccened freedom which
lower ezrnings brings the long-term trade off ic the rather
permanent self-dictancing from the market economy which
forces dependence or comecne, generzlly & husband, who e&rns

& family wage (Barrett and Mclntoch 1982).
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Obvicuely, it i€ not only an initial work experience
(reprecented here in the COOP program) which marginalizes
women’s waae labor identity. The culture of romance remains
a powerful force in predisposing women to btecome unpaid
domectic workers ac doec the prevalent expectation that
women, not men, do housework and child-care (Barrett 1984;
Chricstian-Smith 1985; Gaskell 1983). Nonethelecse, initial
work experience could offcet come of this tendency if it

were not <o discsatisfying.
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