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Ethnographic overview

Woodrow is one of four comprehensive public high schools in 
Macomb, a midwest city of somewhat fewer than 200,000 people. 
Each of these schools draws its student body from geographic 
areas designated by the Board of Education; each of the schools 
has a population of approximately 2,000 students, with Woodrow 
having the oldest and largest school structure. Although an elite 
sub-division is within its catchment area, Woodrow is one of the 
two high schools considered basically ‘working class.’ The two 
high schools on the other side of town, Dewey and Bailey, are 
regarded as the middle-class schools. Most of the city’s industry 
is located in Woodrow’s district, and, according to the 1979-80 
school profile compiled by the guidance department, it has the 
highest percentage (8%) of minority students.

Possibly because of the influence of a major state university and 
a community college within the city, Woodrow’s college-going 
rate is higher than would be expected from such a dominant 
working-class area. But even though the value of higher education 
seems to have permeated the city, there is a marked difference 
between the college-going rates of students on the working-class 
side of town from those on the middle-class side. The future plans 
of the 1979 graduating classes from the four schools are shown on 
Table III. The table shows two distinct patterns: one for the 
working-class schools; one for the middle-class schools. Dewey’s 
and Bailey’s graduates are almost twice as likely to attend four- 
year colleges as are Humphrey’s and Woodrow’s, whose graduates 
are, in turn, twice as likely to go to work or to junior colleges upon 
high school completion. The category ‘other’ primarily includes 
students who are undecided about their futures. Again, there is 
marked contrast between the two types of schools.
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Table III: Graduation plans of Macomb’s Seniors by school

Graduation plans Working-class schools Middle- class schools

Humphrey Woodrow Dewey Bailey
1979 1979 1979 1978*

College/university 34% 40% 70% 76%
Junior college 26% 21% 13% 8%
Work 26% 24% 13% 9%
Military 2% 3% 1% 1%
Other 12% 12% 3% 2%

• Bailey’s 1979 data were not available. Other data indicate there would 
be no major change among the 1978-81 patterns.

Woodrow also prided itself in having ACT scores above the 
national average (although they are equal to the state’s and below 
the city’s) and in servicing a widely diverse student population. 
The student course description handbook states that

two hundred and thirty subjects are offered including 
vocational cooperative employment programs in Business 
Education, Distributive Education and Home Economics. 
Extensive programs are in effect for students with learning 
disabilities (mental retardation, emotional problems, school 
avoidance, drop-outs, slow learners, handicapped students). 
Alternative education in the form of night school for drop 
outs, ‘free-school,’ RSVP (academic and work based 
community education) and independent study is available.

On a four point scale, 25% of the 1979 class graduated with at 
least a 3.0 average, 50% with at least a 2.5 average. According 
to one of the assistant principals, the drop-out rate was close to 
the national average. Approximately 20% of each freshman class 
did not complete their senior year.

To graduate from Woodrow a student needed 20 credits, 
including 2 in English, 3 in Social Studies, 1 in Mathematics, 1 in 
Science and 2 in Physical Education. Data from Dewey High 
showed a similar pattern, with the exceptions that 3 English credits 
and only V/z Physical Education credits were required. Although 
there were some specifically required courses, a wide range of

29



Introduction

options was open to the students within a basically untracked 
curriculum. Little effort was made to group students according to 
ability apart from the grouping which occurred due to future plans 
(e.g. work or college) and preferences. The only exceptions to 
this policy seemed to be the limited number of students alluded 
to in the course description handbook as ‘learning disabled.’ But 
even these categories of students were mainstreamed wherever 
possible, as confirmed by the experiences of three of the students 
in my sample.

Although the school employed hall monitors, the atmosphere 
in the building was generally one of uncoerced calm, of students 
going about the business of school. A few students tended to 
spend most of their day hanging outside the school doors smoking, 
pranks were occasionally planned, outbursts in the halls were 
occasionally heard, and during my year of observation one glass 
door was smashed in. Other than that, expressions of overt 
hostility and discipline problems seemed minimal. This was so 
even though (or perhaps because) student freedoms had been 
recently curtailed. During their free time students, were allowed 
to use the cafeteria, go outdoors to smoke, or leave the school 
grounds. The main restriction seemed to be that students could 
not be in the lobby except during 1st, 4th and 7th hours or in the 
corridors except during the 5 minute passing time between each 
class.

Woodrow High School’s Cooperative Office Education Program

The Cooperative Office Education class I observed started in this 
particular school in 1968. It was the last of Macomb’s high schools 
to have such a program. The chief obstacle to the implementation 
of the program appears to have been a former business depart 
ment chairperson who was not in favor of it. Upon her retirement, 
the present teacher, Mrs Lewis, was successful in initiating COOP 
and had been the sole teacher responsible for the program for the 
past 12 years.

Not everyone in the school was in favor of cooperative 
education. One assistant principal believed it was too expensive 
a program to operate: the coordinating teacher received an extra 
free period each semester for every 15 students in the program.

30

Ikf

Ethnographic overview

One business teacher expressed doubts as to its value for students, 
seeing it primarily as a device students used to get out of school 
every afternoon.

Cooperative Office Education was organized the way traditional 
cooperative education is. During their senior year, students 
attended classes part-time and worked in their career-related area 
part-time. In this particular situation all the students attended 
classes in the morning and worked from 3 to hours in the 
afternoons. Some put in additional time, on occasion, on Satur 
days or during school holidays. Most employers were flexible in 
letting students off work for special events like homecoming.

Students were supposed to carry three classes in addition to the 
‘related’ office class. Some managed a lighter load, either officially 
or unofficially. The related class, the office class specifically 
designed to relate to the work experience of the students, was 40 
minutes in length and was the last class most students had before 
lunch and their afternoon work time. Generally classes ran 55 
minutes, but Mrs Lewis received permission from the adminis 
tration to release the class early so they would have time for lunch 
before arriving at work. Students would sometimes miss class 
(excused or not) and show up for work that afternoon. Four times 
a year Mrs Lewis met with each supervisor for a student evaluation 
session during which students were sometimes present. Within a 
day or two Mrs Lewis would then meet with each student in her 
private office to go over the evaluation.

Students received two separate grades and two separate credits 
for the class: one for class time and one for work time. Both 
students and teacher believed that at least two credits should be 
given for work. It was, in their conversations with me, a far more 
salient aspect of the cooperative experience than what went on in 
the classroom.

The Cooperative Office Education Class had a one-semester 
junior level prerequisite. Office Procedures, which was intended 
to serve three basic functions: to orient students to office work, 
to recruit potential students into the cooperative class, and to 
acquaint the teacher with potential COOP students for later selec 
tion and placement purposes. Although the class was sometimes 
waived for COOP students, some ended up taking it their senior, 
rather than their junior, year. Since it was an integral part of the 
program, I will describe and analyze its curriculum as well as that
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of the cooperative class, but emphasis will be primarily on the 
senior-level class.

The Office Procedures syllabus covered the following:

September:
October:
November:
December:
January:

On the Job Training Packets
Resumes, Interviewing and Phone Techniques
Filing
Report Typing
Invoicing, Data Processing, Phone Books

In addition, spelling tests were given on most Fridays (with a 
pretest the preceding Monday) and the students were quizzed (but 
not graded) on current events about five or six times during the 
year. Two field experiences were open to Office Procedures 
students: Legal Secretaries Day, which consisted of observing an 
in-session court room and talking to legal secretaries in their 
offices, and Junior Intern Day, in which juniors could choose to 
spend a whole or half day in a work area they might be considering 
for the future.

In the senior-level related class, the following topics were 
covered:

September: Check Book Reconciliation Unit
October: Office Related Articles, Typing, Vocabulary, 

Job Hunting
November:
December:
January:

Letter Styles, Dictaphone, Proofreading

February: Payroll Project
March: Tax Forms
April: Typing/Communications
May: Grammar Sheets

Other activities that took place in the class were: planning the 
Appreciation Banquet (a thank-you to supervisors which took 
place in May); organizing a candy sale to raise funds for the 
banquet; having lunch together; inventorying the room’s equip 
ment; and doing typing and related work for various clubs and 
organizations (sometimes for pay, which went towards banquet 
expenses). The latter activities were infrequent, but the candy 
sale occupied a part of each class throughout November and the
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students, organized in various committees, worked on the banquet 
throughout much of April and May.

Many of the curriculum materials for both classes were prepack 
aged. Students coXild, thus, read instructions for themselves and 
proceed at their own rate, check answers in the answer book 
which was generally accessible to them, and help one another as 
they were inclined. The most teacher-directed unit was filing, 
taught in the Office Procedures class. Although the materials 
were prepackaged, simulating an actual filing system, they were 
relatively complex, involving 20 rules, 5 different types of filing, 
and requiring timings of rate of production. The only discussion- 
oriented unit was the Magazine Articles. The topics brought up 
in the class were: sexual harassment, office feedback, office 
furnishing, secretarial shortage, office manners, unfair pay, and 
office troublemakers.

While a full analysis of cultural reproduction mechanisms would 
have to take all aspects of the curriculum into consideration, in 
this particular context too much attention to the formal corpus of 
knowledge would distort rather than illuminate the ideological 
messages actually conveyed and received. The fact is that although 
most of the formal syllabus was organized around the teaching of 
particular skills, in actual practice little class time was devoted to 
concentrated work in these areas and the development of these 
skills was not the primary concern of either the teacher or the 
students. During interview sessions with the teacher, the students 
and the graduates, the same refrain was consistently repeated.

T don’t attempt to teach much in the class because, unlike the 
other city high schools, we have a junior pre-requisite. I’m 
also less demanding in this class than in my others because the 
students and I spend a long time together. I’m more relaxed 
in here because I want to build up personal relationships. I 
see myself as more in a counselor’s role.’

Mrs Lewis

‘The hour in school seemed wasted. We didn’t discuss 
problems at work and what we were doing. That’s what I 
thought it would be like - saying what problems we had at 
work and discussing what we could do about them.’

Kathryn 1980

Ethnographic overview
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‘I don’t think I’d want the class part again. I don’t think it 
taught that much. I don’t think there needs to be a class part. 
It doesn’t help that much in the jobs most of us are in. I 
don’t see the point of having it.’

Dorothy 1981

‘My parents thought I was skipping when I got home early. 
They didn’t believe she was letting us out or that there was 
nothing to do.’

Jane 1980

Introduction

The teacher

Mrs Lewis had been directing the program at Woodrow High for 
twelve years. She perceived herself and introduced herself as a 
feminist, as a person who believed in and worked towards 
women’s equality with men, particularly in the business world. 
Having had parents who encouraged her to succeed just as much 
as they encouraged her brothers, Mrs Lewis belonged to numerous 
professional and women’s organizations, and had a life history 
that was very much career oriented. She was married, the mother 
of two, and, at the time of the study, a recent grandmother. On 
the bulletin board in her office was the saying ‘All discrimination 
against all women must be removed’ and Erica Jong’s poem 
‘Woman Enough.’

Mrs Lewis was also quite verbal about her feminism. When the 
principal distributed the faculty roster, she confronted him over 
the asterisks placed after the names of married women. A new 
roster was distributed the next day with the asterisks removed. 
During class time, she told the students she considered the term 
‘Gentlemen’ to be an inappropriate salutation since the unknown 
addressees could be women and, during a filing unit, she also told 
the class the formulation ‘Mrs John Smith’ was incorrect, that a 
woman always kept her own first name. She indicated in private 
conversation with me that she wanted the girls in her COOP class 
to be more assertive and career oriented than they were, but 
expressed the unlikelihood of that happening because of the type 
of socialization they received from their families.

Having herself been very active in the local teacher’s union.
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Mrs Lewis expressed regret that many women had anti-union 
attitudes since, she believed, that was the only way teachers or 
secretaries would ever get anything. She related this anti-union 
attitude to ‘terrible self images,’ claiming that many female 
teachers and secretaries behaved like ‘doormats,’ like inferior 
persons or little girls when they were around men, thanking 
everyone for allowing them to have such ‘wonderful jobs’ rather 
than approaching men on an equal basis. She thought that she 
herself threatened men because she did come across as their equal.

Prior to obtaining her position at Woodrow High School, Mrs 
Lewis taught business courses on a part-time basis at the local 
community college. That was her first teaching experience and 
gave her confidence in her teaching ability. She also began work 
on a master’s degree at that time. Before that Mrs Lewis had a 
head secretary’s job with a ‘top advertising agency on Madison 
Avenue . . . which hired only college graduates.’ She had majored 
in secretarial skills and minored in marketing in the Business 
Education Department of a major east coast university and 
regretted that bachelor’s degrees in the secretarial area had been 
pretty much eliminated.

Ethnographic overview

The students

The seniors who elected Cooperative Office Education at 
Woodrow High School did not seem atypical of their female 
counterparts. Since a comprehensive account of the COOP 
students will be given in Chapter 4, at this point I will merely 
describe some of the fundamental cultural forms the students 
witnessed in their families and participated in at school.

The students’ parents basically portrayed a traditional sexual 
division of labor pattern in the home as well as at the workplace. 
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
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had fathers who were mail carriers or police officers; one father 
was a high school teacher, and one was listed as an industrial 
engineer although he had never been to college.

In a similar manner traditional sex roles were enacted in the 
home. Although, for example, three students mentioned fathers 
who cooked for the family, in Jio instance did the activity flow 
out of a basic role identity. In one case, the mother had suffered 
a mental breakdown and had been institutionalized. The father, 
thereafter, assumed the role 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 time because of disability.’ 
Gourmet cooking had become a hobby for him.

The usual .pattern, howbver, was the mother-as-homemaker. 
Not even a working mother and retirecf father guaranteed that 
the father would partake in routine housekeeping chores. In these 
cases, the running of the vacuum cleaner once a week seemed to 
vindicate the father, in his own eyes at least.

But the fact that students came from homes with a traditional 
division of labor did not necessarily mean that these practices 
were automatically internalized. Some of the students -had older 
sisters whose marriages did not follow the traditional pattern of 
their parents, and this raised the possibility of the students ques 
tioning some firmly held beliefs. One student, for instance, who 
tenaciously clung to a strict sexual division of wage-labor ideology, 
arguing that men are stronger than women and that’s just the 
way It should be,’ simultaneously argued that men should help 
with everything in the house, although her own father did not, 
because that was the way her mother said it should be and that 
was what her brother-in-law did.

The cultural productions of the students at school often 
mirrored the gender codes they observed at home. Many of the 
senior girls chose to take a child development 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. Yet, 
although the choice of the class was made out of the acceptance 
of a traditional sex-role ideology, the content of the class had the 
potential of changing students’ attitudes since it often presented 
viewpoints that departed from their own. The word ‘parenting’ 
rather than ‘mothering’ was, for example, consciously used in a
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syllabus which contained sections on the father’s‘role in child- 
rearing and on sex-role stereotyping.

In contrast to the female-dominated child development class 
was the male-dominated auto mechanics. .Although a few girls 
enrolled in it each year, most^hose to stay away or never even 
considered it. In explaining why she had not taken the course, 
Marion, a 1980 graduate, said to me:

‘I would have liked an auto repair course feven though I’m all 
thumbs. But it was all boys' so I wouldn’t have felt right. . . 
Nobody would think you’d take mechanics unless you were 
loose. They don’t look at it like you might need to know that 
stuff.’

Contrastingly, the few boys who took cooking or child develop 
ment were never described as loose. The one senior boy who took 
child*development the year of my observation, .for instance, was 
merely considerejl the class clown.

This same reluctance to put themselves jn a position of being 
labelled on criteria related to sexual activity (or perceived sexual 
activity) prevented some of the girls from taking the traditional 
senior spring vacation in Florida. When I asked one of the COOP 
students, for example, why she was going to the Bahamas and 
not Florida over the spring break she answered that it was not 
any moire expensive and, besides, girls who went to Florida tended 
to come back to school with a ‘rep,’ whether they had earned it 
or not. Again, the innuendos of ‘having a rep’ or ‘being loose’ 
never applied to boys.

The students also enacted traditional cultural forms of gender 
relations in the manner in which they participated in what 
Bernstein calls the expressive order of the school. This expressive 
order, often conveyed in school rituals like assemblies and extra 
curricular activities, ‘controls the transmission 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 judgments involved in the acquisition of specific skills’ (1975- 
54-5).

A number of the COOP students had been or were, at the time 
of the study, peppies, cheerleaders or pom-pom girls.i As far as 
I know, none of them participated in these roles for girls’ sports; 
rather, they cheered for boys’ basketball, swimming, wrestling.
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football or hockey. Being a member of one of these groups meant 
that on days of a pep rally or important game, the girls wore 
their uniforms, which usually consisted of a letter sweater, short 
cheerleading skirt and matching briefs. Even in sub-zero.wfe'ather 
the girls would show support for boys’ sports by baring their legs 
on their behalf.

Two of the students in the COOP class, Janie and Dana (an 
ex-model), -were the Co-captains of the pom-pom squad, and 
Maureen, a formef football peppie, was nominated for the 
esteemed position of homecoming queen. Janie, who had started 
her COOP job with the State the summer before her senior year, 
had to alter her work schedule once school began to accommodate 
her pom-pom practices.

Ah incident that occurred one day as I walked with Janie 
through the mall highlights the accepted patterns of relations 
between Woodrow’s boys and girls. Janie had cheered for the 
boys’ swim team her junior year and those boys were quite friendly 
with her. On this particular day, one of thfe'team members sneaked 
up on Janie from behind, ‘swept heroff 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 was also present 
in out-of-school activities the students reported. Doris, for 
instance, light-heartedly complained to me about the ‘ass- 
pinching’ treatment girls were subjected to at a particular bar in 
town, but she, Nancy, Kris, and Josie continued to frequent it on 
a regular basis, never voicing objections to the ‘offenders.’ Terri 
admitted that she felt terrible if she scored higher than her 
boyfriend when they went bowling and sometimes deliberately 
threw the ball in the gutter. And Maureen said she often took 
her boyfriend’s socks home to darn, although at the same time 
she was complaining about her mother’s double standard 
regarding house chores for her and her brother.

The structure of gender relations at Woodrow can be clearly 
seen in two of the most important student assemblies that took 
place during the year. School assemblies are a form of ritual 
behavior which, as Bernstfein says,

involves a highly redundant form of communication in the
sense that, given the social context, the messages are highly
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predictable. The messages themselves contain meanings which 
are highly condensed. Thus the major meanings in ritual are 
extraverbal or indirect; for they 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 df thq basis of the expressive culture and 
so are conditions for its effective transmission and reception’ 
(1975: 56).

This interpretation is generally supported by both the phenom 
enological 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 
symbolic orders of male/female that permeate everyday life.’ One 
of the ways in which this arbitrary construction is made to appear 
natural is througl) ritual dramatization which (as Mechling quotes 
Frank Young) ‘is the ’communication strategy typically employed 
by solidarity groups in order to maintain their highly organized, 
but all the more vulnerable, definition of the situation’ (1981: 
144).

Since the,school assemblies reported here were prepared by 
students with little or no adult supervision, they should be 
regarded as representative of student culture rather than school 
ideology. These two assemblies were called TWIRP and SENIOR 
AUD. TWIRP, an acronym for The Woman is Required to Pay 
and a variation of the Sadie Hawkins theme, traditionally took 
place close to Valentine’s Day. The SENIOR AUD (short for 
auditorium) was scheduled close to graduation and was one of the 
fun rituals enacted to celebrate graduation.

At the TWIRP AUD, a sepior boy is traditionally crowned king 
in a conscious take-off of the homecoming queep crowning. This 
same type of role-reversal also occurred during the SENIOR 
AUD, which seemed to be structured on the Academy 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.

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

Ethnographic overview
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In my first year of school-ing
My father said,:to me,

‘Don’t. . . .

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: pick your nose, suck your thumb, fight with 
boys, stuff your bra, lift, your dress up, drink and drive, get 
pregnant. Audience laughter whs loudest when the ‘7th grade girl’- 
faced the audience stuffing tissues in his bra; when the ‘11th grade 
girl’ turned, displaying balloons (not too originally) stuffed in his 
shirt,to form voluptuous breasts; and when the ‘12th grade girl’ 

- revealed his pregnant appearance*, created with the help of a 
pillow.

Th^ second skit turned out to be an introduction to the ‘Most 
Sexy Pair of Legs’ Award. The stage curtain was raised just high 
enough to reveal four pairs of hairy, muscular legs obviously 
belonging 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 was 
announced he emerged from behind the curtain to accept his 
a\vard in a tuxedo jacket and boxer'shorts.

I would argue that a specific form of social control was exercised 
in these rituals. By enacting a ‘traditional gender code which 
identifies women primarily on the basis of thdr'sexuality at the 
very moment of high school graduation, at the time when 
academic achievement and accomplishment are foremost, the 
senior boys (in ways probably not realized by them) assert their 
superiority, and dominance by dramatizing what they think the 
girls’ identity really is.^ The fact that the girls in the audience 
appeared to enjoy the humor in these skits as much as did the 
boys indicates that, although arbitrary and therefore always 
vulnerable, the dominant gender code still maintained a high 
degree of legitimacy among Woodrow’s student population.

The language used during these events evinced the same stra 
tified structure of gender relations. Just minutes prior to the start 
of the SENIOR AUD, when the planning committee was finishing 
last-minute details like microphone testing, a boy from the audi 
ence yelled to a girl on stage who could not be heard, ‘Well speak 
up, woman!’ The same type of language was used during the
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assembly. One of the awards was called the Don Juan or ‘Swinger’ 
Award. In describing the award the male MC said, ‘Most guys 
like to keep a steady girl, but some of us don’t.’ Somewhat surpris 
ingly, this language, announcing ownership and possession, was 
not used splely by boys. Cindy, one of the COOP students, 
responded to a joking remark Mrs Lewis made, about dating with 
the remark, ‘I’m not interested. I’m taken.'

Other occurrences during these assemblies also revealed the 
same dominant gender code. Boys and girls, except for a‘few 
steady couples, chose to. segregate themselves in the audience. 
The boys tended to cluster in the back from where they would 
direct cat calls and wolf whistle^ to various girls on stage. These 
cluster's of boys would also hoot and snicker at the singing of such 
popular romantic songs as-‘If ’ and ‘Close to You.’ The girls sitting 
in front of them would then turn around to shout ‘Oh, shut up’ 
or ‘Grow up’ and would show their appreciation to the duet'on 
stage (and for a culture of romance) by giving them a long, loud, 
standing ovation.

Various ethnographers have commented on the young female’s 
immersion in a culture of romance. Brake (1980: 140) notes how 
the theme of romantic attachment (and dependence on men) is 
emphasized in the media (songs, comics, pop stars) adolescent 
women are drawn to, and McRobbie (1978: 98) calls the culture 
of romance a factor that ‘saves’ girls from the otherwise ‘unex 
citing future’ they envision for themselves. Boys, on the other 
hand, at least in public, must preserve their independent, mascu 
line images by scorning that which is so obviously feminine.

Ethnographic overview

Conclusion

This brief description of Woodrow High School, of the Cooper 
ative Office Education Program and the teacher who conducted 
it, and of a particular aspect of the cultural life of the students as 
enacted at home and at school provides the context in which the 
COOP students started to become clerical workers. In this chapter 
I have begun to explore the dominant gender code at Woodrow 
High School, a code that relegates women to positions subordinate 
to men and judges them on different criteria. This gender code is
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critical ta the forthcoming analysis since it helped structure the 
way COOP students ‘constructed their work identities.

The three main parts of this analysis develop -and relate the 
ways in which the student’s culture interacts with the COOP 
program to shape their transition from school to work. Part Two 
analyses their choice Of office training in the form of cooperative 
preparation and the way in which they obtain jobs; it focuses on 
allocation processes. Part Three focuses on the actual work the 
students do on their jobs, on the technical relations in production. 
It analyzes the skills needed foi*those jobs, the skills the students 
learn in sqhooPand their involvement in learning and production. 
Part Four focusfes on social .relations, that structure .the labbr 
process, on exchange, authority and gender relations in particular, 
on the school’s role in preparing the students for their roles in 
these relations, and how the students actually participate in these 
relations. And finally. Part Five draws out the implications and 
connections of these three aspects of the reproduction of the labor 
force and offers some suggestions for office education.
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3
The school’s selection processes

In order to understand “who the students were who enrolled in 
Cooperative Office Education at Woodrow High School, why they 
signed up, for the program, how they obtained jobs, arid what 
future directions they took upon graduation from the program, in 
order to understand (in other words and loosely speaking) the 
‘status attainment process’ of this group of students, key elements 
of the official, pragmatic and cultural levels of the selection 
process must be examined. As I will explain, what have been 
called allocation jtheories of status'attainment would locate'Selec 
tion methanisms at the official and pragmatic levels; they would 
place the power of determining the educational and occupational 
trajectories of students in the hands of the school. Socialization 
theories, on the other hand, would locate'the selection mechan 
isms at the cultural level; they would view the role of the school 
as merely implementing the choices and decisions of students and 
their parents. While both approaches help explain certain selec 
tion practices that occurred in the students’ cooperative experi- 
encfe neither of them (singly or Gollectively) is capable of rendering 
an adequate account of the transition Of these students from high 
school to either the world of work or to further education.

Allocation theories posit the ihtervention of school authorities 
and structures in determining who receives desirable school 
rewards, such as college preparatory track placements. They 
examine ‘tile mechanisms and criteria of control of the individual 
by social agencies’ (Kerckhoff, 1976: 569) and although, techni 
cally speaking, can point to meritocratic selection criteria,* they 
are generally used by school critics to reveal arbitrary or biased 
allocating procedures.

Allocation theories are specified in diverse ways. Erickson
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(1975) posits a gatekeeping model wherein counselors and other 
monitoring officials make decisions regarding other people’s lives 
and careers on the basis of ethnic or co-membership identification 
rather than on the basis of qualifications. Clark (1960) describes 
a cooling-out model of status deprivation wherein students 
thought to be unpromising are covertly ‘sidetracked’ from their 
pursuits by a variety of institutional practices. Karabel (1972) 
claims that this cooling-out function has a strong social-class basis.

Rosenbaum’s tournament model of status attainment can be 
succinctly described by the phrase, ‘when you win, you only win 
the right to go on to the next round; when you lose you lose 
forever’ (1978: 252). In this allocation model, structural mechan 
isms like grade-weighting and lack of information or misinfor 
mation given by school personnel function to select students out 
of college tracks and into general or vocational tracks. Once 
screened out, attendance at a four-year college becomes a virtual 
impossibility.

In a tangential way, Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital can 
also be regarded as a type of allocation theory in that schools are 
seen to reproduce the structure of the distribution of cultural 
capital among . . . groups or classes, thereby contributing to the 
reproduction of the social structure’ (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977: 
11). They do this by sanctioning the cultural arbitrary of a 
particular class, by preventing dominated classes from recognizing 
the arbitrariness of that culture, and ‘by enabling the possessors 
of the prerequisite cultural capital to continue to monopolize that 
capital’ (p. 47).

At a more abstract or generalized level of analysis, many of 
these allocation models either imply or directly state that the 
school functions, not merely as a selection agency, but as a legitim 
ating agency for a stratified or class society. It legitimates both 
the unequal structure of that society and who obtains what 
positions within it by making those who are not selected for the 
desirable positions believe thpy are not worthy of oj qualified for 
them. Karabel (1972: 240), for instance, claims that one of the 
main features of the cooling out function of schools ‘is that it 
causes people to blame themselves rather than the system for their 
“failure”.’ Bourdieu and Passeron (1977: 210) make a similar 
claim:

Reproducing the division of labor

46

... in a society in which the obtaining of social privileges 
depends more and more closely on possession of academic 
credentials, the School . . . confers on the privileged the 
supreme privilege of not seeing themselves as privileged 
(and) manages the more easily to convince the disinherited 
that they owe their scholastic and social destiny to their lack 
of gifts or merits.

If applicable to the selection processes of the COOP program 
at Woodrow High School, certain features of these allocation 
models will be evident. School personnel will be actively involved 
in directing students to the types and levels of programs they 
regard as suitable. This should occur even if there is no formal 
track structure. Since COOP is regarded as a mid-level program 
(a non-academically oriented but a high-level business course), 
students who exhibit strong academic ability would be discouraged 
from enrolling in the program as would minimal achievers and^ 
in the words of Woodrow’s course description handbook, learning 
disabled' students. Moreover, since allocation theorists posit 
screening procedures on the basis of a range of ascriptive factors 
and since office work is traditionally regarded as women’s work, 
gender could well be a factor in deternjining who is and who is 
not encouraged to take the program.

Moreover, particularly if Rosenbaum’s tournament model is 
relevant to this context, structural mechanisms will be in place 
that prevent students from compensating for lack of preparation in 
particular areas. Academic and career information will be lacking, 
misleading or unevenly distributed. Lastly, students not in college 
tracks will believe in the ‘natural superiority’ of college-goers and 
might blame themselves for their own failure.

Socialization theories of status attainment, on the other hand, 
generally do not envision the school as a legitimating agency since 
they view the school as merely implementing the expressed wishes 
of its clientele. An individual’s status attainment is seen as ‘being 
determined by what he chooses to do and how well he does it’ 
(Kerckhoff, 1976: 369). Choices are seen to vary on the basis of 
social class, ability and other ascriptive criteria, but these choices 
are viewed as free and uncoerced, arising from sudh psychological 
and individual-level variables as ambition, aspiration, and role 
identification. If students take unequal advantage of the resources
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the school provides them it is because they choose to do so, 
because their motivations and life goals are different. If the school 
provides-a range of courses and other resources to students, it 
does so in response to their range of requests, not in an attempt 
to manipulate their destinies. Thus, if minority students under 
achieve or have lower status ambitions than whites, the cause is 
seen as a ‘fatalistic life-orientation’ because of early socializing 
experiences (Kerckhoff and Campbell, 1977). If women continue 
to choose classes that prepare them for traditional sex roles, the 
cause is a gender-based identification with role models or, a social 
ized interest in intrinsic rather than extrinsic rewards (Wolpe, 
1978). In neither case, according to this perspective, does the 
•school influence these decisions or orientations. It Is -a neutral 
institution established splely to serve its clients.

Applications of this model of status attainment to the COOP 
program are fairly apparent. If the socialization model applies, 
students will not, have been, even covertly, deterred from their 
desired courses of action. They will be in the COOP program 
because it fits in with their life goals and offers .them the type or 
level of status they are seeking. If gender-based tracking exists, 
for instance, school personnel Will have had nothing to do with 
it, other than heeding the requests made to them.

Before analyzing the relation of the^e status attainment models 
to the context of cooperative office Education-at Woodrow High 
School, a brief statement of some of the limitations of allocation 
and socialization theories will be helpful in guiding the reader 
through the, ethnographic material. These shortcomings, merely 
stated now, will be analyzed and further explained in-the context 
of this section.

First of all, allocation theories are based on the premise of 
scarcity of desirable openings, a scarcity which implies competition 
for those openings. As the content of Chapter 3 will explain, 
although COOP officially meets the criteria for desirable place 
ment, competition for admission into the program did not exist.

Secondly, as the forthcoming ethnographic material will demon 
strate, allocation theories imply two things about social agents 
that were definitely not true of the cooperative office education 
students: that they are easily manipulated and deterred from their 
pursuits, and that their foremost occupational interest is upward 
mobility or the attainment of status.
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Third, although allocation theories claim the importance of 
societal forces and structural limitations in the selection process, 
when operationalized, these structural forces are limited to such 
institutional variables as school resources or contextual character 
istics, or the criteria school personnel use in advising, grading or 
tracking decisions. While characteristics of the labor market seem 
an obvious structural determinant, they are seldom mentioned as a 
significant factor in allocation models. Paradoxically, socialization 
theories of status attainment, which focus on the individual’s skills 
and motivations, are better at including labor market factors. 
Their shortcoming, however, is in focusing solely on the 
‘perceived’ opportunity structure. By failing to investigate the 
relationship between real and perceived structures, this approach 
is forced back into such social psychological explanations of status 
attainment as traditional sex-role socialization or fatalistic life- 
orientations (Garrison, 1979; Kerckhoff and Campbell, 1977).

And finally, in socialization theories, aspirations are often 
viewed as being stable, having unalterable corisequences and 
changing prior to changes in the opportunity structure (Macke 
and Morgan, 1978; Garrison, 1979).^ By implication, socialization 
models offer a view of the social world totally open to the move 
ments individuals choose to make’-withimit; aspirations have less 
to do with material conditions than with socializing practices and 
the perceptions they evoke.^ My data question these assumptions, 
indicating the quite apparent impact of the real opportunity struc 
ture on these students’ educational and occupational orientations.

By analyzing ideologies and practices at the official, practical and 
cultural levels, I indicate which aspects of allocation theory were 
relevant to the selection and stratification processes that occurred 
during the course of the cooperative program and why those as 
pects and not others were significant. In keeping with the alterna^ 
tive model of cultural reproduction outlined in Chapter I, I further 
demonstrate the inadequacy of socialization theorifes ‘psychological 
variables’ of ambition, aspiration, and sex-role identification.

The school’s selection processes

Sekction mechanisms: the official level

According to the official state guidelines for cooperative 
education, the teacher-coordinator is the person who- selects
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students into the program. So, at the official level at least, COOP 
is seen to function on an allocation model. The guidelines state 
that

the teacher-coordinator should select the students who want, 
need, and can benefit most from the Cooperative Office 
Occupations Program. In order to maintain objectivity in 
selecting these students, a coordinator must strive to maintain 
standard criteria when evaluating applicants.

Selection criteria can vary on the basis of program objectives and/ 
or the business environment, but should not vary from student to 
student. They should be applied in an equitable, meritocratic, 
non-arbitrary manner.

To further assist teachers in selecting students for the program, 
the guidelines itemize two different types of criteria that should 
be taken into consideration: fixed and variable. The fixed criteria 
‘are composed of requirements the students must meet to be 
eligible to COOP’ and are threefold: vocational objective, skill 
requirements and senior staths. With regard to vocational objec 
tive, the guidelines explicitly state that ‘all students enrolled in 
the COOP must have a clearly defined career goal’ that falls 
within the broad categories of office occupations (e.g. accounting, 
computing, data processing, general clerical, secretarial, typing); 
With regard to skill requirements, the guidelines list advanced 
typewriting, orientation to the various office machines, introduc 
tion to filing, office procedures, and job application and interview 
techniques. These are the basic skills students should have prior 
to their participation in COOP. The senior level course should 
then improve these skills, which students may have developed in 
a junior level introductory office course or elsewhere. With regard 
to the last criteria, senior standing, the guidelines state that since 
‘COOP is designed to prepare students for employment immedi 
ately upon graduation from high school,’ the students who are 
selected should ‘be ready to graduate upon completion of the 
program.

The official guidelines, then, make the same assumption as do 
many of the socialization approaches to status attainment: that 
high school students have a consciously developed life plan and 
have made well-thought-out occupational decisions. Since enroll 
ment in the program is officially dependent on students having
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acquired specific office skills, these students would have to make 
some preliminary career decisions when they are fifteen years of 
age. The guidelines also presume that these students envision 
employment in office work as a career.

Since the skill requirements are part of the fixed criteria the 
teacher-coordinator is to take into account when selectihg students 
into the program, Rosenbaum’s tournament model of status 
attainment should be applicable to COOP. If by the time they 
complete their junior year studeiits did not take courses which 
taught them (or in some other way develop) advanced typing and 
other office skills, they should not be admitted to the COOP 
program.

In addition to these fixed criteria, the guidelines list a number 
of variable criteria which are suggested means of deterrtiining 
student performance and eligibility. The guidelines sayihat ‘vari 
able criteria measure student performance in several different 
areas and are used to provide the coordinator with the basis for 
student eligibility.’ Variable criteria include attehdance, faculty 
evaluations, coordinator interview, course work, employable 
skills, neatness of application, work experience and extra 
curricular activities. The teacher-coordinator is encouraged to 
obtain data on these criteria by reviewing the students’ application 
sheets and cumulative record, by conducting an interview with 
the student, by obtaining recommendations from other teachers, 
and by verifying the students’ career objectives with their guidance 
counselors. These procedures should help the teacher assess the 
students’ qualifications and interests, their communicative, math 
ematical and employable skills, and such personality traits as 
enthusiasm and courtesy.

The students’ role in the selection process would be making 
known the fact that they ‘want, need and can benefit’ from partici 
pation in a COOP program. Indicators of this office career orien 
tation and desire would apparently be such things as a history of 
enrollment in office-related courses, verbalizing this career interest 
to counselors and teachers, success in developing verbal, math 
and office-related skills, good attendance, neatness, and a cour 
teous and enthusiastic personality. But ultimately it is up to the 
teacher-coordinator to decide who is best qualified for the 
program:

Nowhere do the guidelines suggest that there might be potential
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problems in objectively applying -these selection criteria. 
Nowhere, for instance, is it suggested that the students who are the 
most skilled or who express the strongest desire for participation in 
the program might not necessarily be the same students who can 
most benefit from it. But clearly this is a source of ambiguity, as 
is the manner in which the variable criteria are described. By 
calling criteria such as attendance, course work and work experi 
ence ‘variable’ and by neglecting to offer any definition of variable 
or any description of how or when these criteria should be brought 
into consideration, the guidelines encourage the exact arbitrary 
selection processes they supposedly were written to avoid. How, 
for example, is a teacher to weigh the applications of a student 
with some work experience against the application of a student 
with a perfect attendance record? How does a teacher regard the 
application of a student with a history of school avoidance but 
who gives strong evidence of being able to benefit from a job 
skills program? In matters such as these the guidelines are of no 
help to the teacher-coordinator.

Reproducing the division of labor

Selection mechanisms: the pragmatic level

These last few paragraphs have indicated that although at the 
official level the selection process for cooperative office education 
seems relatively straightforward it contains assumptions and ambi 
guities that have the potential of making the application of the 
criteria relatively difficult. It should not be surprising, therefore, 
to find that the selection process at the pragmatic level, the level 
which must additionally accommodate institutional constraints and 
school personnel’s perceptions and practical interests, does not 
exactly mirror the official guidelines.

In fact, little that occurred in the COOP program at Woodrow 
High School could actually be termed ‘selection’ since virtually 
any student who applied to the program was accepted. This open- 
admissions policy of sorts appeared to be the result of two factors: 
the low numbers of students who applied to the program, and 
Mrs Lewis’s belief in the value of the program for a wide range 
of students.

The low number of students who enrolled in COOP seemed to 
have been caused by multiple factors. First, although COOP was
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listed in Woodrow’s annual course-description booklet, and some 
of the students knew about it through this official channel, many 
students indicated they knew nothing about it until some chance 
occurrence brought it to their attention.^ This incident often 
involved a conversation with a student who was already enrolled in 
Cooperative Office Education. These descriptions of the ‘decision- 
making’ process were typical:

‘I didn’t take COOP until second semester. I had a friend who 
was in the program and she said she was enjoying it; she 
liked working in an office situation. And she was making 
money. It sounded interesting.’

The school’s selection processes

^ ‘When I was in the 10th or 11th grade I was sitting in the
library with Gloria, who was in office education. I thought to 
myself, “Gee, you get the whole afternoon off. You don’t 
have to stay in school for more classes.” That sounded great.’

i ‘I heard about COOP from a friend of mine who took it last
> year. She would tell Doris and me about it and how nice it was

to leave school each day. We didn’t really decide to take it 
until the last minute.’

A few of the students, those whose circumstances or' plans 
tended to be quite unusual, were encouraged to take COOP by 
a teacher' or counselor who would not as a matter of routine be 
recommending COOP to the students; One student, for instance, 
had found a job at an insurance company the summer before her 
senior year. She wanted to keep the job (which her parents had 
been ‘nagging’ her to get) during her last year of high school and 
her counselor suggested that was the right type of job for her to 
receive COOP credit. She had not necessarily thought about 
‘going into’ business prior to’this. Another student, who also had 
an office-type job at a small oil delivery company prior to her 

; senior year, was similarly encouraged by her counselor. Because 
this student’s mother had died, she needed to be enrolled as a 
full-time student in order to be eligible for her social security. She 
could not leave school at noon to go to work and still be 
considered full-time unless her work also counted for school 
credit. The counselor immediately suggested COOP as a means 
of resolving the problem. The other student who fell into this 
category was interested in trying for, an accounting scholarship.
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Her interests were known to a math teacher whose daughter, a 
CPA, had taken COOP. He recommended Kathryn do the same 
in order to obtain some accbunting-related work experience 
before she graduated. Kathryn commented that she had never 
heard of COOP before this, adding, ‘and I had taken accounting 
and typing in the business department.’

But these occasions of school staff encouragement to take 
COOP were definitely the exception. In fact, of the thirty-three 
students in my sample, only four received information about 
COOP from a counselor or teacher other than Mrs Lewis. From 
Mrs Lewis’s point of view, the business department as a whole 
and the cdoperative office education program in particular did not 
receive the type of support they needed and deserved from the 
rest of the school staff. In a conversation she had with the COOP 
students she told them that there were definitely factions among 
school personnel. ‘Some people believe that schools should only 
teach academic subjects: English, history, things like that. They 
believe schools should not be in the vocational business at all.’ 
And because COOP is an expensive program, it is frequently 
mentioned as a possible area to eliminate when budgets are 
tightened.

Lack of information regarding Cooperative Office Education 
clearly seems to have been a factor in the low numbers of students 
who applied to the program. So, while counselors actively sought 
to accommodate special student needs in recommending COOP 
to them, for the most part (even though they did not overtly 
function as gatekeepers) they can be viewed as having acted in that 
capacity in their failure to disseminate information. This failure, 
however, as Rosenbaum (1976) has indicated, may be more of a 
structural condition than a personal choice. At Woodrow, the 
ratio of students to counselors was something like 400 to 1. Given 
these conditions, counselors are obviously not in the best situation 
to do routine and thorough academic counseling.

But it is not clear how many more students would have applied 
to COOP had they known about it. I raise this question for two 
reasons. First of all, as Mrs Lewis and some of the students 
themselves mentioned, a decision to take COOP involved a major 
commitment. At minimum, it meant being gone from the school 
building from noon on for one’s entire senior year (with the 
exception of the few students who took the program for one
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semester only). For a student who wanted or needed a class 
that was only offered in the afternoon, taking COOP was almost 
automatically out of the question. Or, for someone who liked 
school and was involved in extracurricular activities, COOP was 
also a difficult choice. If a student wanted to remain active in 
sports, cheerleading and/or student government, she had to see 
if it were possible to arrange school and work schedules around 
that activity, which meant directly approaching teachers and 
supervisors to see if they would be amenable to such an 
arrangement.

The second reason why more students might not have signed 
up for COOP is because of their particular perception of the 
program. According to Mrs Lewis, this would include two types 
of students. The first type would be the students who already had 
part-time jobs and thought they did not need a school program 
to help them find one. They did not see any difference between 
a ‘job’ and a ‘career’ and so would not see value in enrolling in 
a vocational preparation program.

The second type, according to Mrs Lewis, would be the students 
who would consider office work undesirable. In Mrs Lewis’s 
words, ‘nobody wants to be a secretary.’ This, she said, was more 
true now than it was ten years ago because the woman’s movement 
had opened doors to professional occupations previously closed 
to them. The ‘higher-level’ woman now had more opportunity 
and more choice than she once had and so did not have to settle 
for office work, where women are generally not considered part 
of the managerial team and do not make much money.

This perception is supported by the literature and is commonly 
believed. The chairperson of Woodrow’s Business Department 
gave me a magazine article entitled ‘The Case of the Disappearing 
Secretary.’ Referring to Department of Labor Statistics, the article 
states that although 3.6 million people are now employed as secre 
taries, ‘20% of the available jobs go unfilled.’ The article claims 
that low pay and status and sometimes ‘demeaning tasks’ charac 
terize office jobs and that there will be ‘plenty of openings far 
into the future’ (Seixas, 1981: 84). In a recent survey of members 
of the National Secretaries Association, respondents stated that 
lack of esteem, low salaries, lack of advancement opportunity, 
the secretarial shortage, and go-fer functions were among their
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ten uppermost professional concerns (Riley, 1980; 20). These 
findings are corroborated by the scholarly literature.'*

According to Mrs Lewis, this change at the.spcietal level forced 
Jier to take students she would have rejected otherwise, although 
students were .generally not aware of this. Referring to one of the 
COOP students, Mrs Lewis commented, ‘If I had a lot to choose 
from, she would npt be chosen.’ Speaking at a more general level, 
she continued:

‘I have taken many students I wished I could have turned 
away. . . . Students like this unfortunately find themselves in 
office jobs today, whereas say fifteen or twenty years ago 
nobody with her ability would even have been hired in an 
office. ... She would have been in a factory, or, 'if there were 
a decent day-care system in the U.S. she would be working 
with children. She would be working in something that wasn’t 
demanding and that didn’t-have a lot of deadlines. But 
because our world has changed and women’s roles have 
changed, business unfortunately has had to absorb people it 
never would have looked at twice. . . . IjVe havd had to take 
students for office jobs who are not real good workers.’

Mrs Lewis believed, then, that her right or power to select 
students for COOP was severely curtailed by societal changes. 
During the year'of my field work, only sixteen kudents.registerecf 
for the class (one a week late), so it was apparent that Mrs Lewis 
did not have much leeway to screen students from the program.

From the” information I was able to obtain, only .one student 
was turned down for the program that year. Mrs Lewis said she 
screened her out because her record of school avoidance was so 
great she would simply be too high a risk in a work situation. 
When she went over the list of students with me who were inter 
ested in signing up for COOP thd following, year, the same two 
qualities of low-ability and poor attendance emerged as screening 
criteria. Again, however, Mrs Lewis’s ability to use these criteria 
was mostly dependent on the numbers of students she had to 
choose from. She referred to one of the students as a ‘poor 
attender, adding I ve had a conference with her counselor, but 
111 have to take her if the class is small.’ In these situations, 
Mrs Lewis did not have the structural freedom to function as a 
gatekeeper.
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However, in the 1980-81 school year, twenty-seven students 
had taken the COOP class,-the highest number in its twelve-year 
history.5 Obviously, if Mrs Lewis were to have exercised her right 
to be selective, she Would have done so with this group of students. 
But she did not. With twenty-six students in her class first 
semester, Mrs Lewis took on an additional student (one with 
medical school aspirations) second semester. She also accepted at 
least two students into that class who had accumulated such high 
levels of truancy that they had been placed in special school 
programs. One of those students had Ijad a positive relationship 
in other classes with Mrs Lewis, who apparently felt that despite 
Debbie’s school record, she would be a good risk. In a conver 
sation about yet another ^tudenf in that 1980 class of twenty-seven 
students, Mrs Lewis commented on how helpful COOP was to a 
young person who came from a ‘poor background’ and who would 
never be exposed to the office world without participation in such 
a program.

So even though the low number pf students who enrolled in 
Cooperative Office Education was the main reason why screening 
procedures were so minimal, it was obviously not the only reason. 
It appeared to me that Mrs Lewis’s belief in the value of the 
program for students disposed her to maintain a relatively open 
admissions policy, even though the extra numbers would result in 
a much heavier work load for her. Although she had often 
remarked on businesses not giving secretaries adequate pay, 
responsibility or decision-making power, she also told me that she 
had loved everything about being a secretary and that she often 
felt more affinity toward secretaries than toward many teachers.

It was also apparent that Mrs Lewis placed a high value on 
cooperative education as a specific form of vocational training. 
Before COOP was offered at Woodrow High, Mrs Lewis had 
encouraged its adoption. But the implementation of the program 
was blocked by the incumbent business department chairperson 
who saw no point in initiating a relatively expensive program into 
the department’s curriculum. Upon that teacher’s retirement, Mrs 
Lewis again put forth the proposal for Cooperative -Office 
Education, this time successfully. Since COOP teachers must be 
specially certified, Mrs Lewis undertook the required training, 
and at the time of my field work, had been the sole teacher 
responsible for the program for the previous twelve years.

The school’s selection processes
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If admission to Woodrow High School’s Cooperative Office 
Education Program had occurred in a highly competitive context, 
one in which the demand for classroom slots was greater than the 
supply of students, Mrs Lewis undoubtedly would have screened 
out more students than she did. But since she was faced with the 
constraint of meeting a yearly quota or running the risk of having 
the program eliminated from the school’s curriculum, students 
found themselves in the position of being able to select themselves 
into the class. It was, so to speak, a buyer’s market.

Probably because of this supply/demand relationship, I found 
nothing in this case study to approximate Rosenbaum’s tourna 
ment model of selection. Although Rosenbaum (1978) was refer 
ring to a college preparatory program, the prerequisites for Coop 
erative Office Education mandated by the state make the selection 
mechanisms for the two case studies comparable. At Woodrow 
High School, these prerequisites were not rigidly enforced, but 
were waived on an individual basis according to the discretion of 
Mrs Lewis. Only in a very competitive environment of scarce 
openings, as this analysis and the work of Davis and Haller (1981) 
suggest, is a tournament model of selection likely to be found.

For the same reason, the selection process into the COOP 
program bore little resemblance to Clark’s cooling-out metaphor. 
Seldom did enough students apply to the class for any of them to 
be cooled out; when they did (with .the exception of the most 
truant or low-aphieving student) they were still accepted into the 
program because job opportunities in offices were plentiful. As 
in the tournament and gatekeeping models, the cooling-out func 
tion is only needed in the face of excessive aspirations. In this 
context, what is in greater need of explanation is why more 
students were not cooled out of college preparation classes and 
into the COOP program. This chajiter has accounted for that 
phenomenon by describing the lack of information available about 
the program, the enormous time investment COOP-ing required 
and Mrs Lewis’s account of the perceptions students had of the 
program. Moreover, the last section of this chapter described how, 
in a basically untracked school like Woodrow High, it is possible 
for college-bound students to acquire adequate training in both 
academic and vocationally oriented classes. Before moving to the 
cultural level of analysis, however, COOP job selection processes

Reproducing the division of labor

58

need to be examined; since they differed quite markedly from 
selection into the program itself.

Although Mrs Lewis did not have much control over the 
students who enrolled in Cooperative Office Education, she was 
able to exercise a certain amount of discretionary power regarding 
the jobs the students interviewed for as part of their cooperative 
experience. On occasion a student would find an office job herself 
and then decide to enroll in the COOP program. But for the most 
part the process worked the other way around, more in keeping 
with the official description, of the program, wherein a student’s 
competencies and interests were to be assessed by the teacher/ 
coordinator in order to select an appropriate work situation for 
the student.

This job selection process pertained only to the interview stage, 
however. Mrs Lewis never had the power to actually place a 
student in a job. Rather, she would send specific students to 
interviews at specific job sites. Supervisors then interviewed 
students who were sent to them (sometimes from more than one 
school) and made the final hiring decisions. Some of the jobs were 
announced to all of the students in what might be called an open 
job-market competition model. Mrs Lewis would give the students 
a brief description of the job and let them decide whether or. not 
they would apply for it. At other times, Mrs Lewis notified select 
students about the availability for certain jobs. Criteria for selec 
tion varied according to the situation.

Because Mrs Lewis had some of the students in previous classes 
and because she had them fill out application forms as soon as 
they informed her of their desire to enroll in COOP (sometimes 
as early as the first semester of their junior year), she had certain 
information available to her that she could use in deciding which 
students to notify about job openings. The application form asked 
such questions as

What subjects do you plan to take next year?
Do you plan to attend school after graduation? Where? What 

course of study?
What type of work do you think you wilt be doing five years 

from now?
If you were absent over five times last year, give reason.
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How do you consider your record as a student? (Excellent, 
Above average, Average, Below Average).

Would you like to start your COOP job in the summer?
What type of COOP position wduld.you be interested in?

Students were also requested to list their previous work experience 
and the subjects they had taken and grades received over their 
previous high school years.

One of the relatively straightforward questions from the appli 
cation to serve as a means of soliciting students for job interviews 
was whether or not they wanted to start work in the summer. 
Since few jobs opened up before the fall and since few students 
chose to b^gin their COOP work during the summer (only three 
of my thirty-three interviewees), the job selection process usually 
involved more complex factors. The four primary criteria Mrs 
Lewis seemed to use in suggesting certain jobs to select students 
were: characteristics of the job of work site, student career 
interest, student ability, and the student’s mode of self-presen 
tation. These criteria were generally overlapping.

Mrs Lewis sometimes selected students for specific job inter 
views because of her knowledge about or feeling toward that 
particular organization. At one work site, for example, COOP 
students from other schools in the area*were also sent to interview 
Because of this, Mrs Lewis said, ‘We really want to send good 
kids.’ She would tell only those students she considered to be well 
qualified about the jobs. Mrs Lewis would tell the students the 
qualifications that were listed for the job and then ask the students 
if they had those qualifications since, as she said, ‘They often 
have the better ability to judge what they can handle.’ In other 
words, Mrs Lewis did the first level of screening, the students 
did the second level, and the job supervisor made the final 
selection.

Mrs Lewis mentioned two other work sites that required very 
capable students. Both of these places required the students to 
take a written test, whereas most of the other employment 
decisions were based solely on an interview. At one of these 
places, the test was primarily one of gramrriar proficiency. 
Students were given a business letter consisting of grammatical 
errors and were asked to correct it, producing a perfect copy at 
the typewriter. The year prior to my field work, this department
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refused to take any of the students who applied for the job because 
of their lack of basic English knowledge.

The written test at the other work site was more mathematical. 
Mrs Lewis described the job as-requiring a lot of common sense 
and the ability to cope with all kinds of situations and said the 
employers trusted her to send them capable students. Patti, whom 
at the start of the year Mrs Lewis described as ‘fabulous,’ and 
Evelyn, the highest ranking student in the class, were the two 
students sent to take,the test. Both were hired.

There were also certain jobs which Mrs Lewis considered quite 
routine, and which could, therefore, absorb students who lacked 
a high level of skill or job aptitude. These jobs she would also 
point out to specific students. Kris was one such student. About 
her Mrs Lewis said,

‘I’ve had to take too many like her; I don’t feel that she’s 
good material. ... I used to call students like Kris in for a 
conference and say I felt their career choice was probably in 
other areas, that they’d be happier in a different kind of 
work. I try to let them down easy when I see that they aren’t 
going to have a too successful experience. Kris will be okay 
in a highly supervised, routine job, like the one she has now.’

Kris spent most of her work day, along with about twenty other 
women, doing straight copy typing on standardized forms.

Obviously then, Mrs Lewis, attempted to fit students with jobs 
according to what she perceived to be their ability'level. This 
matching process was sometimes difficult, however, for as she 
indicated to a supervisor, sometimes one job contains multiple 
tasks whose degree of difficulty greatly varies. She said it was 
hard, for example, to find a student who would be happy working 
a photocopying machine for hours who also had the capability to 
operate a word processor. One student Mrs.Lewis placed primarily 
for the more routine work of filing and photocopying was 
promoted the following year to a word processing operator. Mrs 
Lewis said she had underestimated her capabilities. ‘I never 
thought she’d be able to work on the machines. I didn’t think she 
had the ability.’

There was also a work site about which Mrs Lewis said she had 
‘a very special feeling.’ She and REMIC had, so to speak, ‘grown 
up together.’ REMIC was a small, new, up-and-coming mortgage
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insurance corporation Ipcated in a small area of an office building 
when Mrs Lewis placed her first COOP student there eleven years 
ago. She then dealt directly with the secretary to the president. 
Since that time, REMIC had become very successful and had 
bmlt Its multiple-story, modern world headquarters in Macomb A 
COOP student from Woodrow High had been placed there every 
year. During the year of my field work, Nancy was the only 
student sent to interview at REMIC. Mrs Lewis had wanted to 
send Josie, her favorite student, to interview there, but Josie was 
interested in going into banking. Because she saw Josie as a very 
work-oriented person and a desirable employee, Mrs Lewis sent 
Josie to interview at a local bank even though they said they did
not have any openings for a COOP student that year. Josie was 
hired on the spot.

At the beginning of the year Mrs Lewis had described Nancy 
as a sharp, bright girl who would go far, and had actively recruited 
her into COOP. While Nancy’s, academic record was fairly 
mediocre (she had a 2.2 Grade Point Average and Mrs Lewis had 
given her a C in a previous course), she was a strikingly attractive 
and fashion-conscious young woman. Unlike many of the other 
students, she frequently wore make-up, iskirts and high-heels and 
spent time arranging her shoulder length hair in different styles: 
raiding sections of it, parting it in various ways, decorating it 

with feathers, bows, hair clips or combs.
Mode of self-presentation was obviously another criterion Mrs 

I^wis considered in job placement; it was apparently important 
to a number of employers as well. In discussing this matter during 
an interview she said: ‘I tend to look at appearance as being 
extremely important. For instance, in New York, what do girls 
who work m top-notch jobs look like: Fabulous! Well dressed 
make-up, everything. That’s the way it is everywhere ’ If a 
student’s appearance was poor Mrs Lewis would make the 
following type of comment: ‘She could never be a teller. She 
would have to work behind the scenes.’ If a student had an 
attractive appearance Mrs Lewis would indicate that she would 
have httle trouble placing her even if she did not have much 
business background. This, in fact, was born out in the hiring 
process. One student’s difficulties in finding a job best highlights 
the salience of mode of self-presentation.

By the end of their first two weeks in the cooperative program
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all the students in the class had found jobs, except one. This 
student, Dorothy, stood out from the rest of the class in that she 
was overweight and, while always neat, dressed in old, inexpensive 
jeans, blouses and shoes. Not until the end of the second month 
of school did Dorothy find a job. Unlike the other students, who 
all found afternoon jobs, Dorothy was-hired for an evening shift 
in an assembly-line type department of a large insurance company 
with no public contact.

Mrs Lewis explained to^ me during those initial weeks that she 
was not able to place Dorothy very fast because her business 
background was slim and her appearance poor. Dorothy did, 
however, have more business background than many of the 
students in her class, had the third highest senior class rank among 
the other COOP students, and had taken a more rigorous 
academic program than the two students who were ranked ahead 
of her. On an 11th grade standardized test, Dorothy had been 
placed in the 99th percentile for math computation and in the 
90th for math concepts. She was one of the fastest, most accurate 
typists in the class, and was.the only student who took classroom 
work home to finish. The other students were apparently quick 
to perceive her capabilities, for they often went to her for help 
on their own work. It became clear that her mode of self-presen 
tation was the only reason she was experiencing difficulty in 
finding a jdb.

One of the places at which Dorothy applied was a small book 
store, where she was turned down in favor of Cynthia, a tall, 
slender model-type. I was told later in the year by a graduate (a 
nice looking, but plain, honor roll student who had also been 
rejected for the job in favor of a more attractive but less capable 
student) that the man in charge of hiring at the bookstore had a 
penchant for a certain type of female employee - blond and well- 
built. Nor did this appear to be an isolated example. In a critical 
tone, Mrs Lewis told the class about a similar situation in which 
a bank employer telephoned her a few years back to complain 
that she was not sending him very pretty girls.

Being ‘very pretty’ did indeed seem to help more students than 
Nancy and Cynthia find certain types of jobs. Three of the avail 
able jobs involved being the receptionist for a business or depart 
ment. Each of those jobs was filled by a student who had been a 
cheerleader, pom-pom girl or model.
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Maureen, for instance, was placed as the receptionist in armajbr 
city department which daily received a heavy flow of both city 
employees and the,general public. She was, in fact, located jtist 
down the hall from the mayor’s office and on occasion was asked 
to fill in for his receptionist. In explaining the placement process 
at the beginning of the year, Mrs Lewis said she sertt'Maureen to 
interview with the city because they needed good typists. As it 
turned out, Maureen was not a good typist. She had only a year 
of typing as a sophomore and often commented that she needed 
to itnprove her'skills. When a typing assignment was given out in 
class, several’students (including Dorothy) would finish the work 
more accurately and swiftly than she. Moreover, Maureen’s job 
withdhe city re'quired very little typing in comparison to jobs other 
students had. At the beginning of the year Mrs Lewis described 
Maureen as

‘very outgoing and attractive ... the type of person an office 
likes to have around. . . . She doesn’J have a strqng business 
background but that,doesn’t .mean too much because even if 
a person makes up for it at the last minute, they should Be 
allowed to take advantage of it . . . so I wasn’t really too 
concerned about her.’

About Dorothy, however, Mrs Lewis had said the reason she 
was not placing her very fast was because her business background 
was so slim, her GPA was not very high and she did not have 
good skills. Only later in the conversation did she add,^ ‘and her 
appearance is poor.’ As indicated earlier in this chapter, only the 
last comment seemed to be an accurate description of Dorothy. 
Yet this factor apparently overshadowed Dorothy’s job skills and 
prevented them from being noticed. Not until well into the 
semester did Mrs Lewis become aware of how skilled and 
conscientious a worker Dorothy was. She began by saying things 
like Dorothy should have gotten a better placement; that Jack 
son’s Print Shop, for instance, would have been much happier 
with her than with Dana (the ex-model), whom they had hired as 
a receptionist and all-around office person.
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Conclusion

This description of the selection processes into Cooperative Office 
Education jobs at the official and pragmatic levels should ipske 
clear that although Mrs Lewis attempted to implement the spirit 
of the official guidelines by applying-objective criteria in a non 
varying fashion to the students, assessment of ability level proved 
problematic, even with application data and prior experience with 
students. Some non-meritocratic gatekeeping thus occurred as 
Mrs Lewis attempted to send particular students to interviews at 
particular organizations. The basis of this selection appeared to 
be mode of self-presentation, with appearance or degree of 
attractiveness being the primary component. So although students 
had to openly cofnpete for jobs once they were sent on*,an inter 
view, only some of them were, so to speak, ‘sponsored’ by Mrs 
Lewis to some of the most desirable employers. Employers were 
then left to m^ke the final decision on whatever criteria they shw 
fit: competence, general suitability, or attractiveness.

But the analysis of selection processes in the COOP program 
and into COOP j6bs would hardly be complete unless the cultural 
level were closely scrutinized. In Chapter 4 I turn from the power 
of the school and school personnel in allocating students to an 
examination of the power students had in utilizing school 
programs for their own purposes. This analysis further points out 
the shortcomings of allocation models as well as of traditional 
socialization explanations of the status attainment process.
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