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What you can do with a degree in women’s studies

BY NIKKI AYANNA STEWART

a) Become the first woman president
of Harvard University

b) Win a Rhodes Scholarship to study
sexual civil rights

¢) Advocate for domestic-violence
survivors while starring on TVs
Survivor

d) Teach the next generation

e) All of the above, and more

T’S A TYPICAL QUESTION FROM
parents, fellow students and even
faculty: What can you do with
vour college degree? In an era of con-
servative impediments to progressive
liberal arts education, a field such as
women’s studies seems a particularly
common target for that query.
Recently, we have had at least one
excellent role model to point to:
Drew Gilpin Faust, the first woman
president of Tarvard. She may have
earned her Ph.D. in American civi-
lization, but she was formerly chair
of the women’ studies program at the
University of Pennsylvania and found-
ing dean of the Radcliffe Institute for
Advanced Study. Under her leader-
ship, Radcliffe—Harvard’s former
women'’s college—has become an in-
terdisciplinary research center sup-
porting “transformative works,” with
a special commitment to studying
women, gender and society. In a simi-
lar fashion, many women’s studies
majors tend to intermix their fields of
concentration in order to craft dis-
tinctive careers aimed at transforming
our world.
How many women’s studies grads

are we talking about? According to
the National Center for Education
Statistics, in the 2003-2004 academic
vear U.S. institutions of higher educa-
tion granted 1,024 bachelor’s degrees,
135 master’s degrees and five doctoral
degrees in women’s studies. These
statistics, however, are suspect, given
that the National Women’s Studies
Association (NWSA) has documented
750 active undergraduate and gradu-
ate women’s studies programs in U.S.
colleges and universities.

“Itis very difficult to get a picture of
women’s studies as a field,” says Allison
Kimmich, executive director of the
NWSA and a Ph.D. in women’s stud-
ies from Emory University, “particu-
larly the number of graduates now out
in the workforce and the kinds of ca-
reer paths those graduates have taken.
Women’s studies has not historically

“We have students going into
public health, international policy,

Earlier studies of women’s studies
graduates, such as that by Barbara F.
Luebke and Mary Ellen Reilly in their
1995 book, Wormen’s Studies Graduates:
The First Generation (Teachers College
Press), were similarly concerned with
documenting the value of such de-
grees. They found that the fact that
women’s studies majors and graduates
were persistently asked what could be
done with their degrees reflected a
continuing ignorance about women’s
studies as an academic discipline. In
their study, Luebke and Reilly were
also able to document a unique set of
skills learned through women’s stud-
ies programs: empowerment, self-
confidence, critical thinking, building
community, and understanding dif-
ferences and intersections among
racism, homophobia, sexism, classism,
ableism, anti-Semitism and other

journalism, politics, filmmaking, education—
careers that allow them to effect change.”

—BEVERLY GUY-SHEFTALL

collected that data on itself.” A clearer
picture of women’s studies programs
should begin to emerge, however, as
NWSA has embarked on a Ford
Foundation-funded project to map
women’s and gender studies in the U.S.
In the future, the association hopes to
collect data on graduates’ career paths.

types of oppression.

Moya Bailey, a B.A. in comparative
women’s studies at Spelman College
(the first historically black U.S. col-
lege to offer a women’s studies major)
and now a Ph.D. student in women’s
studies at Emory University, has al-
ready been able to use some of her







