The ties that teachers formed at the normal schools through club and other activity often
lasted a lifetime. Ellensburg Normal School, where the above photo was taken, fostered
friendships among alumnae by organizing reunions during graduation weekend as early
as the 1890s. (Yakima Valley Museum, Yakima, acc. 2004-800-782)

ways, then, normal-school clubs suc-
ceeded at preparing graduates to meet
the needs of their impending employ-
ment. Less calculated was the result of
providing a lifelong blueprint for close
friendships, career development, and
community stature.

Until the mid-20th century, most
communities fired any woman
teacher the moment she married, by
custom or law, under the assumption
that her attention to her husband and
household left her unfit to devote suf-
ficient effort to her pupils.*® Seventy-
five percent of American women
teachers were single. In Washington
State, 85 percent were single, although
exceptions were sometimes made for
widows, divorcees, or wives of service-
men in World War I, or in times of
teacher shortage, as in World War ¥
One major consequence of this rule
was that teacher turnover was great,
and the constant demand for single
teachers could not be met by normal-
school graduates. In the 1890s, only 10
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percent of the Seattle school system’s
teachers were graduates of Washington
State normal schools. By the 1920s, the
figure was one-third, with the others
recruited from distant locales.”

Another result of the “spinster rule”
was that women who wanted to make a
career in teaching embraced the vigor-
ous women’s club movement of the era
because membership offered a lifeline
against marginality. Women’s clubs
provided teachers a social life that sub-
stituted for family companionship, a
“university” for lifelong learning, and
an entree to public service that gave
them the status that married women
achieved through partnership with
successful men in their communities.

The memoirs of schoolteachers feature
their classroom careers rather than
their afterhours club activity. Never-
theless, it is clear from women’s club
enrollments that when the workday
was done, Washington educators’ ac-
tions spoke louder than words. Partici-

pation in women’s voluntary associa-
tions provided teachers with a network
of single and married women who
wanted to maintain an intellectual life
into adulthood. They found peers who
wished to read books, discuss ideas,
and expand their world. They could
make women friends at meetings with
whom they would share outings to
public lectures, concerts, and plays,
eliminating the need for a male escort.
And they could find like-minded com-
panions who wished to travel during
summer vacations or attend classes to
enhance teaching credentials.

Teachers used clubs to build friend-
ships that substituted for family.
They met peers with whom they could
rent vacation houses, enjoy sightsee-
ing, share hobbies, and split household
expenses. Pieroth’s study of Seattle
schoolteachers documents that in
small groups they toured Europe dur-
ing summer vacation, hiked Mount
Rainier and Mount Olympus, and pur-
chased lots for rustic cabins at the
remote Stillaguamish Country Club.
They shared residences because of low
salaries, carpooled to work, and skied,
skated, golfed, cycled, and bowled
together.”!

Alongside married members of wom-
en’s clubs, single teachers could use
their skills to launch social service
projects that reformed and improved
their communities. They could enjoy
status as officers, committee members,
and project organizers, even if they
could not share the status and income
enjoyed by members married to the lo-
cal judge, physician, mayor, professor,
businessman, or clergyman, the very
women who gravitated toward serving
in clubs as a responsibility of local
elites. Teachers were not intimidated
by the formality of clubs, having made
acquaintance with it in normal schools.
They already enjoyed familiarity with
such features of conducting club busi-
ness as parliamentary procedure, Rob-
ert’s Rules of Order, the necessity for
a quorum, and keeping minutes.



Their many skills made them welcome
in the leading women’s clubs, popu-
lated mostly by middle-class married
women who had not enjoyed such ad-
vantages of “higher” education.

Once again, the opportunities for rural
teachers were markedly more limited
than those of their urban sisters. Mar-
ried country women in general came
relatively late to finding the time and
energy to form clubs. Electricity and
plumbing did not reach farmhouses
until the 1930s and 1940s, thereby de-
laying housewives’ freedom from
household drudgery for participation
in voluntary organizations. However,
eastern Washington farmwomen did
manage to make time to form rural
clubs, such as the Euclid Homemakers
Club (1913), Orchard Ridges Club
(1907), Riverside Woman’s Club
(1903), and Home Interest Club
(1912). Other groups included the
Union Flats Women’s Club, Don’t
Worry Club, Stitch and Chatter Club,
Get-Together Club, Community Cheer
Club, Jolly Ranchers, Get-Acquainted
Club, Sagebrush Sisters, and Handy
Hands.”> Many of these groups con-
vened statewide conventions to share
strategies for club programming.

Beginning rural teachers likely did
not have the time, energy, dues
money, or interest to join women’s
clubs (which usually consisted of the
mothers of their pupils), even if they
were teaching in a county in which
they had grown up. Commonly, how-
ever, rural schoolteachers were invited
to join women’s clubs and the women’s
auxiliaries of fraternal orders. For
country teachers who built strong
community ties during long careers in
one-room schoolhouses, a rural wom-
an’s club would be one of the few ve-
hicles at her disposal to build a surro-
gate family that appreciated her
personal qualities and organizational
skills. Clubs provided an acceptable
place for a teacher to fulfill her need to
belong. Not incidentally, she would
also lobby there for enhancements for

her program.

In the cities, however, women’s club
opportunities were multitudinous.
Even though the most elite women’s
clubs did not welcome the participa-
tion of a mere schoolteacher, other op-
tions were plentiful, for most groups
welcomed women educators, teachers
as well as principals and city and
county superintendents.” Pieroth has
noted, for example, that the Girls Club,
supported by Plymouth Congrega-
tional Church and University Congre-
gational Church, was invaded by the
city’s schoolteachers, who met for
Monday night dinner, vespers, and
networking. They shared classes in for-
eign languages, music, and drama and
enjoyed skiing, swimming, and moun-
tain-climbing outings.>*

City life made it easier for graduates of
the state normal schools to maintain
or refresh the friendships built during
schooldays and formalized as alumnae
associations. Ellensburg Normal, for
example, fostered friendships among
alumnae, courting former students in
an attempt to get them to attend re-
unions during graduation weekend as
early as the 1890s. The school enjoyed
donations from loyal graduates and
tapped the gossip to steer the newest
graduates to job openings. The alum-
nae welcomed the renewal of old ties,
which they strengthened back on the
job in Spokane, Tacoma, or Seattle.”
No doubt the companionship in clubs
enhanced the likelihood that city
teachers would remain at their work-
place, unmarried, for a lifetime.

The population of women educators
in Seattle was sufficient to support sev-
eral clubs organized around a particu-
lar professional interest: the Fort-
nightly and Monday Evening clubs for
women principals, the High School
Teachers Club, the Kindergarten Club,
and the Seattle Grade Teachers’ Club.
The last was formed in 1912, charging
annual dues of four dollars, which did
not deter nearly all of Seattle’s grade-

school teachers from joining. Members
formed a chorus, put on dramatic pro-
ductions, hosted banquets and lec-
tures, maintained an office, and issued
a magazine that publicized achieve-
ments of members and educational
opportunities for summertime. Arti-
cles surveyed the numbers of foreign-
born in Seattle classrooms and the
types of recreation enjoyed by the
membership. The group allied with
the Seattle Federation of Women’s
Clubs, the PTA, and King County
Women’s Legislative Council, main-
tained a reading room at the Seattle
Public Library, and offered a reception
for new teachers at the ywca every
September.*®

n Spokane, the Inland Empire

Teachers Association formed with
similar goals. A statewide group, the
Washington Grade Teachers’ League,
was established “to promote the
growth, improve the service, raise the
professional status and develop the
spirit of cooperation among classroom
teachers of the state.”” Discussions of
poor salary, pensions, and conditions
led many women to grow active in the
American Federation of Teachers, the
National Education Association, and
other organizations focused on en-
hancements for the professional edu-
cator, such as improved salaries, ex-
panded pensions, and sex equity.

Many of the schoolteachers who left
their profession to marry successful
men became leading citizens in the
community, enjoying new status in the
clubs they joined. Given the great
numbers of American women who
taught, at least briefly, it is not surpris-
ing that the nation’s large women’s
club movement was universally sup-
portive of school improvements. While
the historical scholarship on national
and northwest regional women’s club
activity recognizes club efforts on be-
half of conservation, suffrage, temper-
ance, sanitation, and social services for
immigrants and working people, it is
also clear that educational issues never
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disappeared from the platforms of
women’s clubs between 1890 and
World War I.

Education in its broadest sense was
supported by club efforts on behalf of
public libraries and concerts, but the
prior teaching experience of club
members likely ignited club activism
for an agenda specifically useful to
teachers and pupils, grades K-12.°® The
historian W. J. Reese has observed,
“The prominence of former teachers
or wives of current male teachers in
these women’s clubs helped cement
stronger bonds between home and
school.”® The Washington State Wom-
an’s Christian Temperance Union en-
dorsed higher salaries for teachers.
Washington’s Soroptimist, a network
of business women’s clubs, supported
Seattle’s Ruth School for “limited” girls
and gave scholarships to Spokane
high-school girls who “made the great-

est overall progress.”®

A Tacoma math teacher, Amy Stacy,
became an early president of the Wash-
ington State Federation of Women’s
Clubs (wsrwc), an alliance of state-
wide literary and civic reform groups
that formed in 1896 and cooperated
with the national network, the General
Federation of Women’s Clubs. Formed
in 1890, the Grwc promised to exert
“influence to secure needed legislation,
good school boards, good superinten-
dents, skilled teachers, improved sani-
tary conditions of schoolhouses,” and
cooperation with school authorities.”'
The wsrwc advocated for kindergar-
tens, playgrounds with equipment and
adult supervisors, medical inspections
of children, vocational classes such as
home economics and manual training,
juvenile courts and reformatories,
schools for blind and deaf children,
scholarships, and collections of warm
coats for schoolchildren.®> By 1908,
with 90 clubs and 2,800 members, the
wsFwcC reported significant improve-
ments in playgrounds, sex education,
and trade schools for girls. It success-
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fully lobbied for a grade-school teacher
on the state committee that selected
textbooks and for two women on the
school board of every large city in the
state.”?

Club leaders brought their personal
histories as educators to their organi-
zational goals. Long before Carrie
Chapman Catt (national president of
the National American Woman Suf-
frage Association and founder of the
League of Women Voters) launched
Seattle’s Woman’s Century Club, she
was an educator in Iowa. Her Woman’s
Century Club cofounder, Julia Ken-
nedy, was the first superintendent of
Seattle schools. No wonder their club
urged improved salaries for school-
teachers. The Woman’s Century Club
joined the Washington State Federa-
tion of Women’s Clubs in funding the
Woman’s Building at the Alaska-
Yukon-Pacific Exposition in 1909 and
ensured its continued use as a meeting
place for ywca girls at the University
of Washington. There, young volun-
teers were recruited for club work.**
When Eva Anderson left teaching to
become a legislator in Olympia, she
was welcomed at countless women’s
club meetings to rally support for the
needs of schoolgirls. Bertha Landes,
Seattle mayor from 1926 to 1928,
taught school during her girlhood in
New England and grew up to lead So-
roptimist’s northwest branch to “Move

Forward in Education.”®

The early club experience of school-
teachers, paired with their ability to
instigate reforms through women’s
clubs, created an impressive force for
educational improvements in the Pa-
cific Northwest. The historian Bryce E.
Nelson asserts that the Seattle school
superintendent Frank Cooper formed
an advisory board of club women to
communicate about such topics as
kindergartens, home economics facili-
ties, school savings banks, and a home
for wayward girls because they had
“more influence than teachers, the

Municipal League, organized labor, the
Socialists, political parties, city govern-
ment, the churches or the chamber of

commerce.”%

From normal school to retirement and
beyond, then, clubs served teachers
well in their personal and work lives.
Club participation in normal schools,
whether in secular literary societies or
Christian-based ywca social service
projects, immediately enriched the
social lives and occupational prepara-
tion of teachers-in-training. Once the
teachers joined the work force, their
club experience spurred them to guide
pupils and parents in establishing or-
ganizations designed to enhance the
quality of education. After hours,
teachers sought out women’s clubs to
enrich their minds, build new friend-
ships, improve their working condi-
tions, reform their communities, and
create a sense of belonging that was de-
nied them by the regulations against
marriage. If teachers left the profes-
sion, they continued to find women’s
organizational activity attractive and
through it remained loyal to the com-
mitment to improve education in the
Pacific Northwest. Club membership
was of value not only to women educa-
tors but also to the students they nur-
tured and the communities in which
they lived.
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