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Dean Mahoney: Would you reflect briefly on the importance of work in your life and your views of the importance of work, generally, for women?

Chilton Varner: Maybe the first thing to say is that I would have never worked, in the traditional sense of that word, had I not gone to Smith.  I came to Smith by a very unusual route.  I came here in the fall of 1961 (as the earth cooled), and there had never been anybody from my hometown who had come here.  There had never been any woman in my hometown who’d really left the state to go to college. There were ninety-four people in my high school class, there were six of us who went to college, only two out of the state, and the remainder went to work in the textile mills, which were the largest employers in my small town of fifteen thousand.  My dad wanted one of his two kids to have an eastern education, and I signed up.  And after a rocky freshman year when I was just almost physically ill because I was so homesick to hear somebody else who talked like I did, I got my sea legs and it was just a great experience for me.  But I came out of a very conservative, post-World War II southern environment, where women were really not expected to work.  They were trained and reared as facilitators – a valuable role.  But I think without Smith, I never would have had the courage to go and become a lawyer, at a time when there really weren’t very many women in Atlanta, Georgia who were practicing as lawyers.  I think there have been a number of important things about having done that.  Number one, it’s made me appreciate my Smith education.  Number two, I think for me, it has been both intellectually stimulating and fun.  I’m a trial lawyer, I do a lot of product liability work, and that means that I have to learn how things work, and teach other people, i.e., the jury, how things work.  And these are things that I have absolutely no idea about when I start that process.  So from that standpoint, it’s been a great continuation of a liberal arts education – learning a lot about things you would never suspect could be so interesting, and then teaching that to others.  Second, I’ve had fun teaching young people.  If you work in a large law firm, you quickly learn that you have to pass on what others have been good enough to pass on to you.  And somebody once said there was nothing as satisfying as doing a good job at something yourself, but a close second is having somebody do an excellent job under your supervision and training.  And so that part has been great.  I guess the bottom line for me is that work has given me a way to measure myself independently, in terms of contribution, with some fairly definite markers out there of whether you’re doing okay or not.  And sometimes you are, and sometimes you’re not.  But I think that the work has given me an opportunity to continue to open all those doors that Smith opened for me in 1961 when I came here from Alabama and was just like a doe caught in headlights.  But it was just a wonderful experience, and it’s helped me want more for myself, want more for my daughter, and to continue to achieve.
Elvetra Cossie:  Work in my life has been very important, but it’s also been a situation where there was no choice.  I had to work.  I started working in high school, and then subsequently had jobs all along the way.  And as Maureen mentioned, I came from a military family, and so, you know, my dad was like, “Got to get a job.”  When it was time to go to college, I don’t want to go to college, but if I go, I want to go away from home.  I wanted to get away from home, so I went to Atlanta and went to college for two years, went to The Art Institute of Atlanta and majored in fashion merchandising.  But then I got married and had children, and then I got divorced, and then of course I had to work.  There was no, “I think I’m going to raise my children and stay at home.”  I didn’t have that option.  And so my sending my daughter to Smith was my way of having more for her than I had for myself, letting her experience that college life of living on campus, being away from home, learning how to become an independent woman and an independent thinker.  And when I read my daughter’s ‘Narrative of Success’ and also her, ‘Mom’s Narrative of Success,’ it kind of got me thinking, okay, it’s time to write my own narrative.  I don’t think I would survive without working.  During the time that I was pregnant with both of my children and I had to be at home for a while, I kind of went crazy.  Because I need the interaction with other people, I need to be able to see what’s going on out in the world, to network with other people, to kind of fellowship as it were with other people so that I can keep my sanity, so that I know there are other people out there that are going through the same things that I’m going through, and that I’m not the only one in the world that has a bill that I can’t pay, or you know, my daughter says that she needs money, or my son said that he needs money.  I’m a single mother and I’ve got to make it for my kids.  Once they have gotten their, quote-unquote, level of success, then I can sit back and decided what’s going to be next in my life.

Maureen McCadden:  I’ll use my time to talk about a special challenge in my life that shocked me.  I was also working at the age of fourteen, loved to work, got married, continued my job, and started to define myself by what I did.  And my work with Planned Parenthood was wonderfully fulfilling.  And then I did have the option to stay at home once our second daughter was born.  And to my utter shock, I found that I didn’t value unpaid work.  I found that I was one of those people, who I thought I wasn’t, who thought that staying at home had no value.   And it was terrible, it was a real dramatic time for me in my life, a traumatic time for me, when I had to define myself as a stay-at-home mom.  And I loved being at home, loved having the luxury of being able to be at home and be involved in school.  But I didn’t value unpaid work.    And I’m at a point in my life now where I’m taking care of an older parent, and that’s a similar unpaid work value.  Although I do also work for money, I understand that that’s different than the unpaid work that is so important in our families – to take care of an aging relative.  So I hope to help our daughters navigate through that time of redefinition if they decide to stay at home or do whatever they do, to help them feel good about what they do, and not to be one of those people who doesn’t value unpaid work.  I was shocked that suddenly I was that person that suddenly I was, oh man, all I do is I’m at home.  So that was a very interesting work-life challenge, and I think I did okay by it, but I also hope we’re raising our daughters to value all work.  Work being occupation, work you do all day, and whether it’s paid or not, it has value if you’re doing something with your time.

Dean Mahoney:  So now we’ll ask the daughters to speak, and I’d like to start out by asking you, as you listen to your mothers talk, do questions come to your mind about things that you wish you had asked them and what you want to ask them, and what’s your own sense of the importance of work as you’ve already experienced it or as you expect it will be in your life?

Molly McCadden:  I think for me, I’ll just reflect a little bit about my time with the Narratives of Success.  I realized that I really didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life, and that I had somehow internalized all of these different narratives from my family, from Smith, from myself (even though I didn’t know what it was), and I really had trouble understanding what I wanted from life.  And during the workshop, we wrote about what we wanted when we were seven years old.  And that reflection for me – I realized that when I was seven, I had set goals for myself.  And I knew, I want to be a firefighter, I want to be a pediatric neurosurgeon.  All of this silly stuff that – now I laugh.  But I had goals and I had things I wanted, and there was no society telling me this is what you should do, or this is what you can do.  And so that’s been really helpful for me, to realize that not knowing what I want to do is okay, and that taking the time to reflect and see that, yeah, I’m working in a café right now, and that’s okay – my Smith education has gotten me to that point, and I’m really happy doing that for right now, and I don’t have to save the world immediately the first year after I graduate.  I can wait a few more years.  So that’s been a really good thing for me.  But in terms of talking to my mom and asking questions, I think that, of course when I was ten years old and my mom was staying home, I didn’t have any concept of how difficult that was for her, because I was lucky.  I had the mom who was able to help out in my classroom, and I had the mom who was able to volunteer for the PTA.  But looking back and seeing that maybe there was not so much value placed on that by my mom, and seeing that her narrative has taken a path that isn’t necessary what the typical narrative is – there isn’t a typical narrative.  And seeing that through my mom’s life has been really valuable for me, that there is no one set narrative, that’s it’s all different, and everyone has their own path.

Afiya Williams: I think that was the most fun writing project that we did; we had a lot of fun with that one.  It was difficult to think about what you actually wanted at seven or in the third grade, because then you weren’t thinking about, ‘That’s what I want.’  It was just kind of your concept.  And I know mine was, ‘I don’t want to do ballet.  I want the boys to stop looking under my skirt.’  And I was in a third grade class that I was well beyond, and I had to get taken out of the school because I just didn’t fit in at the school.  But one of the things that I’ve learned from my mom – and I don’t think I ever asked the question, but I got the answer – is that life is not predictable.  And I think that a lot of times, in high school you know what’s coming up: you know there’s homecoming and you know there’s prom, you know there’s dating, you know there’s fighting with your mom.  But then you get to college and every day is different, and you have a different interaction with people every single day.  This is my senior year, and I think it’s been my most difficult year at Smith for a number of reasons.  I came up here two weeks early for training at my job at the campus center.  I was two weeks out of surgery that I had on my neck, I was sick, and my grandfather was in the hospital.  And I was starting senior year, and all those things were happening in addition to – I was losing friends at Smith, and my relationships at home were changing, and it’s probably been the most emotional time.  Some of my closest friends are in the audience, and I’ve been doing a lot of crying, and a lot of being by myself because it’s so difficult.  And then the first day of classes, my grandfather passed away, and I had to go home for a week, and it was the first week of school, and ever since I have not been back on track.  And I still don’t think I will be back on track until second semester.  But one of the things that I’ve learned is that down doesn’t necessarily mean out, and just by support and finding people who believe in you, you can use change in your favor.  That’s another thing I learned from my mom; she used to say, “I don’t know how I got to this point, but here I am.”    

Ashley Varner:  First I want to thank you all for being here, and for the panel.  It’s been really nice to be here.  One of the things that I’m very aware of is that I think I would have been a very different person if my mom hadn’t gone to Smith.  I grew up knowing that I would go to college and I would have a profession, and that I could do things that my peers maybe didn’t think were possible.  I learned that if you work really hard for something you may not always get it, but if you don’t work for it, you probably won’t.  Work has been very important in my life, but not to the exclusion of the friendships and the love portion of whatever it was that got advertised.  (We didn’t get to see the advertisement.)   And so learning how to balance that.  For me, going to a women’s college was really important, because I learned how to balance work with really good friendships, really good, strong friendships, and having a really balanced life.  One of the things that I was reflecting on as you were speaking, Maureen, and as my mom was speaking – one of the questions that I ask more and more is, how do women take time out to reflect in kind of an over-scheduled, over-busy life.  How do you find the time to ask the question of, where do you want to go next, so that ten years from now, it’s a place that you had at least hoped to get to, or knew you were getting to, as opposed to sort of waking up in ten years and thinking, how did I get here?

Dean Mahoney: I do want to pursue the theme of friendship and support – and perhaps non-support – as you’ve navigated your lives, whether you might be able to reflect on that as a general question, or think about a specific moment when things perhaps were difficult in other aspects of your life and a friend came through, or things were fine in the rest of your life but friendships didn’t work out so well and felt undermining.  And the reason I’m asking this is that, what we all know is that we learn as much or more from our failures as we learn from our successes, and yet the dominant narrative is, ‘We’re all successful, and we all have a great life.”  When I introduce this workshop to students, I say, “One narrative about me is, I was in college, and then I got my Ph.D. and then I taught for nineteen years and now I’m Dean of the College at Smith, and it’s pretty great.”  But there’s a lot of other stuff that happened, which I won’t bore you with, along the way, and that’s all part of my narrative as well.  So getting at the ability to talk to each other about those and getting us to share that so that we can all learn from it.  

Maureen McCadden:  I’m always amazed at how friends come into your life.  Especially for the students – you think you’ve got your friends, but I can assure you that as you go on, you’ll find new friends who are lifelong friends in the oddest places.  I have a friend, a male friend, whose wife is such a dear friend, and I didn’t meet her till much later in our lives, and I would have never thought she would be my friend, and we’re very close.  It’s fascinating to me that I could still, today, make a friend who might be a friend for the rest of my life, someone who I’d get that close to.  That ability to find a connection with someone doesn’t go away.  So, especially for students who are leaving Smith, don’t think that ends.  Leave yourself open to new friends, and they will find you.  And that’s just been a delight in my life – a very pleasant surprise.

Chilton Varner:  I’ll talk a little bit about old friends.  I have a very close group of Smith suitemates, we all had single rooms but we lived together behind a double door in one of the dorms here in Wilder House.  We graduated in 1965 and we are all still best friends.  We get together once every two years and have a long weekend, four or five days, and we take turns being the event planner and picking out a place, and we go with our husbands, most of whom we dated when we were here.  And so we have all of these relationships that are going every which way you can imagine that have endured and strengthened for forty years.  When I was thirty-two years old, my husband, Ashley’s dad, had a horrible case of viral hepatitus, was hospitalized in intensive care unexpectedly because he had failed to go to the doctor (a guy thing), and literally almost died.  And for three weeks the battle was pitched.  And this group of Smith friends that I’m telling you about called on the first day when they heard about Morgan’s hospitalization.  Every one of them offered to come to Atlanta to look after Ashley so that I could be at the hospital, and we managed to say that that was not necessary.  But they arranged a round-robin system by which one of them called every night to get the report on how Morgan was doing, and then that person would call all of the other four to let them know so that I wouldn’t be answering five phone calls to tell them how Morgan was.  We’ve watched each other’s children grow up, we have counseled each other on everything from child raising to mid-live crises to in one case an errant husband.  And so we have stayed really, really close.  And one of us is from Denver, one of us is from Lawrence, Kansas, one of us is from Atlanta, one of us is from New York, and one of us is from Nantucket in the summer and Florida in the winter.  So we come from all over.  And the relationships which were formed here have stayed so rock solid for forty years that it is an amazement to all of my male law partners who say that they have never seen anything like this in their lives.  My husband, who went to Princeton and has his own set of close friends, says that he’s never seen anything like it and quite frankly, he’d rather be with our Smith group sometimes.  And so friendships once formed of the depth that you can form them at a women’s college – and I do think it’s different form friendships you form at a co-ed school – can be the staff of life.  And certainly have been a golden ribbon tied around mine; it’s just been a great gift.

Ashley Varner:  The name of the group is S.P.O.S.H. and you should tell them what that stands for,

Chilton Varner:  We are actually S.P.O.S.H. II.  We named ourselves after a group that was formed by the Smith mother of one of our group, who graduated in the 1930s and S.P.O.S.H. stand for the Society for Protection of Smith Husbands.  Both groups were seen as a little way of letting Smith husbands see a little of what Smith friendships were like, so that they could be part of them, instead of just looking at them from the outside.  So it’s been a great thing.

Elvetra Cossie:  The friendships that I have now, in my mind, have been the best that I have ever had.  Spending my life traveling all over the country, you meet people, and then you stay in touch for a little while, and then they’re out of your lives, but friends are the mainstay, what keeps me going.  I told Afiya this morning, “My two friends called me to wish me luck on the panel,” and she said, “Who, Regina and Frida?” because she knows the depths of the friendships that I have with the women in Atlanta.  And I have friends in New York, and Philadelphia and other places, but the friends who have been with me through the kids growing up and the divorce and being able to work with other is what has kept me going.  And it’s been very important, it’s been very strengthening and I just hope that our daughters continue the friendships that they’ve developed here on campus, because it can be a very nurturing experience, and you’ll never find anything like it.  You begin to learn to know who you can trust and who you cannot trust as your friend.

Afiya Williams:  It’s funny that Chilton was talking about life after Smith, because my friends and I talk every day about what we’re going do when we have kids, if we have kids, who’s adopting, who’s getting married, who’s running away, all these things – and it’s just interesting to hear you look back because we’re looking forward.  My closest friends are the room, and we come from different parts of the country, and we are all completely opposite.  I don’t know how we do it.  Four of us ended up living together and came out stronger than you would ever imagine, and the theme of all of our lives right now is friendship.  We are losing and making and redeveloping friendships every day.  Being at Smith would not be the same if I didn’t have this family of friends, because it would be so much more difficult to deal with school, to deal with missing home, to deal with work, to deal with what’s happening after college if I didn’t have those people to say, hey, let’s not think about that anymore.  Let’s go out and have some fun.

Molly McCadden:  I’m so pleased to hear Chilton talk about still having amazing friends.  However many months after graduation, I’ve got my Smith bubble, too, and that’s really something that I plan to continue throughout the rest of my life.  I’m living with two [Smithies] and there’s five more just a block away, and for me that’s been very helpful during this transition away from Smith, because my Smith experience has been very positive, and so moving away from that has been difficult and so having kind of a continuation of that has been important.  It was interesting what my mom said about changing friendships: these Smith friends weren’t necessarily the ones that I met when I first moved into Cushing House.  These are different friends.  And it’s interesting to see how friendships evolve and change, and sometimes you grow away from people and find other people.  Also, creating a community apart from Smith, separate from Smith, has been important to me – having multiple groups.

Elvetra Cossie: And sometimes you find people who want to be your friend who you don’t necessarily want to be friends with, and one of my friends is like that.  I tried my best not to be her friend.  No one else liked her, no one else wanted to be with her, and I kind of felt sorry for her, because she talked, talked, talked, she knew something about everything.  But then I would spend time with her and get to know her and I got to know the inside part of her, which other people did not take the time to do.  And now she’s my best friend of thirty years, and we were working together and she asked me to be her child’s godmother, and I was like, ‘Oh my god, how am I gonna be your child’s godmother, I don’t even like you!’  This is what I said to myself.  But I wouldn’t trade her for anything in the world right now.  And people still don’t understand her; sometimes she’ll call me and I don’t want to talk to her.  But she’s always there for me.  

Maureen McCadden:  One more thing about friendship: Friendship takes effort.  I’ve been very busy and very selfish about my friend time, and frankly have ignored my friend, and I’m always so pleased when a friend will call and say, “Where’ve you been, what are you doing?”  And make time for me.  And they really push me – come one, we’ve gotta have breakfast, or come on, you’ve gotta make time for me.  My family says, “Make time.”  It reminds me to support them when they’re going through something.  Everyone has something going on, and picking up the phone to get in touch, even when you think you don’t have time, is important.  It’s not as easy when you’re not on campus anymore.

Ashley Varner:  I think being a friend is like so much else in our life – you get better at it with time.  I do think you learn to be a friend in a very different way on a women’s college campus than in a co-ed setting.  But I’m a much better friend today than I was in college.  I was doing the best I could then.  I continue to make deep friendships.

Dean Mahoney:  Let’s hear questions that have occurred to you.

Audience member:  This is a question I’m asking everyone to think about: Are you your own best friend?  How do you give to yourself before you give to your friends?

Elvetra Cossie:  That’s something that I’ve discovered about myself.  When I take a look at the mom’s narrative that my daughter wrote about me, it caused me to sit back and think about my own narrative.  And now at the age of fifty-one years old, I can sit back and write my own narrative and learn to be good to myself, ask for what I want, and say no to the things that I don’t want.  And even with relationships like family and friends, if I don’t feel like being bothered with you, I don’t feel like being bothered with you, and I’m going to tell you that, or I’m not going to answer my phone – I’m making a lot more time for myself now, and that’s something that I did not do in the past.  Because honestly, when you’re raising children or when you’re married or in a relationship, you lose your identity.  That’s one thing that I’ve found.  I was someone’s wife, daughter, sister, mom, and there was nobody out there to say, Elvetra.  So I’m finding out who that person is now, and I find that it’s helping me to be better to those people who are on the outside of my circle – my children, my friends and my family.

Ashley Varner:  I recently have really been looking at that.  I find that I don’t know that it’s too much until I’m hitting a wall, and I took a step back six to nine months ago and said, “This isn’t fun. And so what’s it all about?”  I mean, work is called work, not fun – but I wasn’t having a good time anymore.  And I started making some changes.  I won’t bore you with what those are, but I really did some self-reflection and said, where do you want to be in five years?  What’s really important? If you are the best in your field, is that really going to be fulfilling?  And the surprising answer that came back was, no, probably not.  It would be great, but it’s not gonna be THE thing.  So I spend a lot more time with friends now.  So I’ll still finish the masters in business and whatever else, but I spend a lot more time talking to friends and really being present with them, not just putting in the time.

Molly McCadden:  This is something that I really got out of the workshop.  It was helpful for me to realize that I needed to take the time and the space to reflect for myself, and to really give myself that luxury of saying, “Hey, if I don’t want to hang out with someone, or I don’t want to write this paper tonight, I’m going to stay at home and maybe do some personal writing, or do something for myself.”  That was something that I had let out of my live, and something I’m striving for in my live now, and it’s a way that I have found to be a better friend to myself – to really nurture myself in ways that I hadn’t necessarily done, because I hadn’t necessarily valued that as something that was important to me.

Chilton Varner: Mark Twain said that, “work and play are the same thing, under different circumstances.”  And so I think that looking at the balance we’ve been talking about, that’s not a bad thing to hang on your wall.

Afiya Williams:  Last January, we went to the mountains on some snowy day, and we had the whole day to write our narrative.  Throughout the other four days, we wrote about everything but ourselves: write about the third grade – okay, your mom – okay, your dad - okay.  Write about yourself - ?  And I was one of the only people who did not have their project done until the very last minute.  And we had three check-ins that day, where everybody went around and read what they had and talked about their experience.  And I was kind of like – I don’t know what to do.  And then it came; my whole narrative was focused around myself as a third grader.  And I think it’s so interesting that we always have such a hard time thinking about ourselves and we are ourselves.  Like, we have the hardest time looking inside to see our own faults, to see our own positive aspects, because we’re so used to being so focused on everyone else and we never really take that time.  And in college especially, when you’re surrounded by people all the time, it’s the most difficult time to actually focus on yourself and just even look in the mirror and see what’s going on inside.

Audience member:  Speaking as the father of a two year old, I was wondering how you’ve found your relationships evolved with each other.  

Ashley Varner:  Getting older has really helped my relationship (with my mother).  I was always daddy’s girl, and then I became a teenager and I just hated mom, and mom could do nothing right, and that lasted all the way – she may even tell you all the way till I was thirty.  But definitely through my early twenties.  But then I think I finally grew up.  And just the most amazing thing – I was teared-up when she was talking.  I mean I just, I adore her now.

Chilton Varner: ‘Now’ being the operative word.

Ashley Varner:  She had to work hard for it.

Afiya Williams: Speaking as a twenty-one year old who has not quite made it there yet . . . (laughter) I’m the oldest child.  It was my mom, then me, then my younger brother.  And my younger brother being the baby, and being the boy, got all the attention, all the nurture, all the hugs, all the ‘what’s going on in your life’ and because I was always a step above it was always, ‘You did what you were supposed to do, right?  You’ve handled your business, right?’ And in addition to that, I was a rebel without a cause.  My mother and I are complete opposites, day and night.  I am bad, and I have always been bad.  My mother is probably like, I’m not even gonna try anymore.   But I was just sharing with my friends, I was like, I’m so excited that my mom is coming.  Because I feel like as I get older, a few months away from twenty-two, I don’t want to be a grown-up anymore, I want to go back and just sit in mommy’s lap and just enjoy that, and I can’t anymore, so now when I can it’s like, yay, my mom is coming.  At sixteen, you don’t think about your relationship with your mom, because it’s not occurring to you that mom’s not always gonna be there.  But mom doesn’t have to be there; especially when you’re twenty-one, twenty-two, mom can be like, “Handle your business,” and go on about life.  So I’m thankful for my mom, because she stuck around through the ups and downs.

Elvetra Cossie:  And we had some ups and downs.  And a lot of it had to do with the strict background that I grew up in, and you did what you were told, and you didn’t ask any questions.  You don’t ask the reason why.  So when I had a child always asking me, “Why?  Why can’t I do this or that?”  The answer would be, “Because I said so.”  And you know, several years of that not working with this child, really caused some friction and some problems.  And when she said she was a rebel without a cause, she was.  It didn’t matter what it was.  It didn’t matter if she didn’t like the school she was going to, if she wanted to have a boyfriend, she wanted to go to the mall just to, you know, hang out.  You don’t go to the mall just to hang out, you know – that’s loitering!  And I’ve noticed the change in us since she’s gotten older, and it’s very different.  I’m learning, because parenting a twenty-one year old is so different than when you’re bringing them up through middle and high school.  You have to learn to listen to what they’re saying and then determine how you’re going to respond.  You can’t respond, “No I don’t think you should do that” or, “Yes, go ahead and do that.”  You have to listen to the reason why they’re telling you, and get them to give you more information, and get them to give you what they think that they should do.  And that, I think, has been harder for me than raising them from birth.  Fiya told me something once.  She has always had the technique of communicating with me through letters.  She would let me read the letter to get over the initial shock of whatever it was that she had to tell me, and then she would come and talk to me.  And she wrote me a letter once that said that because we were getting to be friends, I thought I could tell you this.  And I kindly used her method of discussion and wrote her a letter back, and said that you and I are not friends, I am your mother.  And that relationship is stronger than a friendship, and it will be here forever.  I said, so I appreciate you feeling the need to tell me this, but I am still your mother, I am not your friend.

Molly McCadden:  I wasn’t so much of a rebel, but I did some rebellious things.  But I had a similar experience where my mom always said, “I’m not your friend, I’m your mother, this is how it’s gonna be.”  Looking back, I’m really lucky that I’ve had parents who have been supportive for me, and I recognize that now.  I didn’t recognize it at the time; I was just fixating on the fact that they were saying no to something that I wanted. But I realize that I really respect what they’ve done, and I really think that they’ve helped me and my sister to grow up well.  

Maureen McCadden: With my background in public affairs, Kurt and I thought it would be a good idea to teach them to lobby us: Make a case for what it is that you want to do.  And boy, that back-fired horribly.  Sometimes they would make such a good case . . . So beware of the skills you teach them.

Audience member:  This is question is for grandma.  I’m hoping to get an answer from the panel or audience here.  When my mother-in-law learned that my daughter was going to go to a women’s college, she said, “What about friendship?” and she meant, “boyfriend.”  And so, to my surprise, my sister-in-law said the same thing: Why are you sending her to a women’s college?  And so my husband and I have been struggling with how to answer that question correctly so that grandma will be happy.  Because apparently she didn’t seem to be happy, she didn’t think that we made a right decision with my daughter.

Elvetra Cossie: Well, Afiya had the opportunity to go to an all-girls high school.  And when she went to that all-girls high school against her will – another rebellion – she said, emphatically, “There is no way I’m going to an all girls college, or an all women’s college.”  And she got to be a senior and then started applying to all the colleges, it became a lot more apparent to her that she was going to an all-women’s college.  But I will answer that question the same way I answered when I would speak to parents at her former high school: Boys are always going to be around.  Boys are going to be everywhere that a girl is going to be.  And there is no shortage – I mean, there are other colleges in the area, just like there were other high schools.  They went to the other high schools for football games, for basketball games.  They had a brother school that they were mated with, and so I had no problem with my daughter going to an all-women’s college, because I knew that she was going to find the boy, no matter where he was.   And just to add an aside to that, the same thing I told Imani’s mom last night – Fiya was like, “We’re going skating because this fraternity’s having a skate party,” and I told her then, “It doesn’t matter that I’m here – if there’s a boy someplace, that’s where she was going to be!”

Chilton Varner:  Anybody that thinks that the women that fought and won all the battles to have equal access and equal opportunity is just mistaken, because there are more battles to fight, and more opportunities and more access to be gained, and I feel personally so strongly, having wandered into a women’s college – I only applied to women’s colleges, but that was because when I applied in the 1960s, the women’s colleges were the best colleges for women to go to.  They were the most selective and they offered the most opportunities.  But I would tell grandma that this college will make her granddaughter so much more competent, so much more confident in her own abilities, so much more acquisitive for all that life can give her and all that she can be.  And I feel like that after forty years.  And I just know that women who come to this college go out of here, I think, different people in a fundamental sense.  They are more confident, they are more confident than their counterparts who had gone to co-ed schools.  And I’m just a huge believer in women’s education, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything, and I’m excited for your daughter for that future in front of her.

Ashley Varner:  Having gone to a women’s college – and I didn’t go to Smith, but I went to one of the seven sisters (that would be that eighteen year old, didn’t like mom part) – I think that it helps you know yourself better in a women’s college.  And I think then you pick a better mate.  And I think you’re better able to know what it is you want.  And I think it makes you more attractive as a mate, because you have more self-confidence and more of knowing who you are and what you want and where you’re going.  I also think that there is something, at least at Bryn Mawr, very real about having classes (and our classes are all co-ed because we had a brother school, just like Smith does) but there was something very fundamental about having my social life be separate, and being able to focus.  When it was time to focus on a social life, it was there for me, and it was really nice, and there were certainly very many opportunities to build those relationships.

Elvetra Cossie: I think when you talk about success, and especially for a woman, I don’t think you can leave out the fact that women’s schools like the Atlanta Girls School and women’s colleges like Smith, they only promote the positive in a female. A female does not have to be concerned with trying to impress a boy in class, she’s the one that stands up and answers the question, she is the one that learns how to build her own self-confidence and her self-esteem.  And the studies have shown that girls do better in an all-female environment because they don’t have those so-called road blocks to limit their success.  They don’t have to be afraid of what the boy next to them is going to say.  And typically, in co-ed environments, boys tend to dominate.  They will raise their hand, or they will participate a lot more than girls.  And this offers them the opportunity to step up and do it for themselves.

Dean Mahoney:  Unfortunately, we’ve come to the end of our time.  But we couldn’t have planned it better than to end with an endorsement of the real glory of women’s education, which we all believe in.  There really is some magic about what the education at Smith College does, and at our sister colleges as well.  It helps each of our students become uniquely who she is, and this project is devoted to helping her with that process, and providing some time to reflect about the big questions, the midnight questions, the big questions of life and who am I.  But all of our students have some of that opportunity, and come out of Smith, as Chilton said, people who are more excellent, more distinguished, and more who they are than when they started.  So I just want to thank you all very much.  
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