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From a stereopticon 
image of students on  
the steps of the North- 
Western Female College, 
circa 1870 

INSIDE COVER

Minutes from the June 23, 
1869, meeting of the 
North western University 
Board of Trustees

OLD COLLEGE
Built in 1855, moved to  
campus in 1871, razed in 1973

C
ollegiate coeducation—the threatening business of educating 

women alongside men—wasn’t unheard of in the United States 

in 1869, but it was not yet common or, to many, even acceptable. 

Today the Northwestern University community can be quite 

proud of how our forebears grappled with the idea of educating 

women so early in our history—but it wasn’t a given that their efforts would 

lead to the definitive realization of gender equality that we commemorate 

today. 

Even with a newly hired president who favored coeducation, the Univer-

sity was at first on a path to follow the more conservative coordinate school 

model of women students’ attending certain classes but living in a separately 

administered, “homelike” environment—a veneer of equality, but without 

the worries of disrupting social norms or distracting impressionable young 

men. As you’ll read, the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 changed this trajectory, 

leading to an 1873 merger that created one University administration for men 

and women. Even then, the structure of coeducation remained in flux in both 

academic and residential contexts for years; the national conversation about 

gender roles and equity on campuses continues to yield debate and study. 

There has been as yet no comprehensive history of women at North-

western. In fact, the anniversary of the resolution of June 23, 1869, to admit 

women has never been marked until now. True, Northwestern’s path to 

coeducation is a complicated one, affected by fires and funding, administra-

tive changes and changing ideas. The story includes a large cast and reflects 

the vision of Evanston women and the determination and drive of the first 

women students. Fortunately, this complex history is well documented in the 

records amassed in University Archives and housed in Deering Library. From 

these reports, papers, letters, maps, photographs, and artifacts, the complete 

story is waiting to be told. 

As a librarian with a background in women’s history who once admin-

istered the library at a women’s college—and as Northwestern’s first woman 

dean of libraries—I am pleased to present this publication, in conjunction 

with our archival exhibition, illustrating the early years of coeducation at 

Northwestern. With it, the Libraries set the stage for research toward a com-

prehensive historical analysis of women at Northwestern. ●

DEAN’S GREETING
Sarah M. Pritchard  
Dean of Libraries  
and Charles Deering 
McCormick University 
Librarian



65

A 
s you will discover in this book, the 

history of coeducation at Northwest-

ern is complicated, and its successful 

implementation was far from guar-

anteed when University trustees 

voted to admit women students in 1869. Still, this 

momentous decision should not be surprising, 

given the advances in women’s opportunities tak-

ing place at the time. Northwestern was among 

the first major wave of colleges to embrace coedu-

cation in the 1860s and 1870s, driven by women’s 

activism and changes in women’s education.

Social reform flourished across the country in 

the mid-19th century, spurred in part by Method-

ists and other Second Great Awakening evangeli-

cals, who sought to create a more perfect society 

by persuading sinners to repent and live moral 

lives. Reformers strove to build utopian communi-

ties and, of particular interest to local Methodists, 

called for abolishing slavery and forswearing alco-

hol. The reform movement first caught fire in the 

Northeast and blazed across the country. 

Women were essential to this wave of reform. 

Black and white women founded the Philadelphia 

Female Anti-Slavery Society, and in Chicago black 

abolitionist and suffragist Mary Jones sheltered 

enslaved men and women trying to escape to Can-

ada. Women advocated for reforms ranging from 

prohibiting prostitution to improving conditions 

in prisons and asylums, through moral-reform 

and antislavery groups as well as church auxilia-

ries and missionary societies. They initiated an 

organized women’s rights movement, fueled by 

the world’s first women’s rights conference in  

Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848. 

As a result of this activism, states passed  

laws enabling married women to retain control 

over wages and inheritances. In Illinois, lawyer 

Myra Bradwell—whose husband, Northwestern 

University trustee James B.  Bradwell, strongly 

advocated for coeducation—helped write the 

Illinois Married Women’s Property Act of 1861, 

although because of her sex, the Illinois Supreme 

Court would later deny her admittance to the bar. 

Women’s activism grew during the Civil War 

as they raised funds, nursed soldiers, and even 

assumed roles with the US Sanitary Commission. 

During and after the war, women increasingly 

earned wages as teachers, nurses, writers, and 

factory laborers.

Within 20 years of Northwestern’s decision to 

admit women, Illinois women would lead national 

movements for women’s rights and progressive 

social reform—women including Jane Addams, 

who opened Chicago’s Hull House, the first settle-

ment house in the country; Ida B. Wells, the suf-

fragist and civil rights and antilynching activist; 

Catharine McCulloch, an Evanston resident and 

vice president of the leading national suffrage 

association; and Frances Willard, president of the 

Woman’s Christian Temperance Union and a key 

figure in the history of women at Northwestern. 

Beginning well before the 1869 decision at 

Northwestern, US women had been gradually 

gaining greater access to formal education. In 

the aftermath of the American Revolution, white 

women justified their need for schooling as being 

essential to their roles as inherently moral moth-

ers teaching sons how to be citizens in the new 

republic. In the decades before the Civil War, acad-

emies and seminaries for girls proliferated around 

the country, especially in the Northeast, offering 

instruction in French, music, and the ornamental 

skills as well as in math and science. In Illinois, 

Rockford Female Seminary was chartered in 1847  

and the North-Western Female College (not affil-

iated with Northwestern University) opened in 

Evanston in 1855, offering a collegiate course—

though not a college degree. 

Still, women had few opportunities to obtain 

a classical education leading to a bachelor’s 

degree. Many Americans, including influential 

educators, wondered whether women were  

intellectually capable—or believed education 

unnecessary to their roles as wives and mothers. 

Ought Women to Learn the Alphabet?, published in 

1859, encapsulates the debate; its author, Thomas 

Wentworth Higginson, answered in the affirma-

tive. At Oberlin, the nation’s first coeducational 

college, most women entered through what was 

called the Ladies Department, which did not 

require Greek and Latin; despite calling them-

selves colleges, schools like the North-Western 

Female College did not actually offer degrees. This 

changed after the Civil War with the founding of 

Vassar College in 1865 and Wellesley and Smith 

Colleges 10 years later; the Women’s Educational 

Association opened the Evanston College for 

Ladies in 1871. Oberlin was open to women of all 

races, although many northern women’s colleges 

were not, reflecting a variety of policies and prac-

tices regarding admitting black, Native American, 

Latina, and Asian students. 

Coeducation was deeply controversial. At 

many colleges, men trustees, faculty, alumni, 

and students vehemently resisted the entrance 

of women. At a time when most Americans 

embraced adherence to strict, binary gender 

roles, these men feared that both men and women 

could become “de-sexed” or, on the other hand, 

distracted and sexually tempted by the proxim-

ity of the opposite sex. In comparison to many 

northeastern schools, Northwestern was in the 

vanguard with the relative ease of its decision 

to admit women. Women tried—and failed—for 

decades to integrate Harvard, for example, as such 

men’s colleges founded much earlier than North-

western, often by Congregationalists or Presbyte-

rians, resisted change. 

Since the 1820s, the Methodist Church had 

called for creating schools and colleges open to 

men and women; by the 1860s and ’70s, coedu-

cation flourished in regions where Methodists 

thrived, including Illinois. As towns developed, 

they built schools so their children would not 

have to travel far for education. Increased access 

to high school prepared more students for college. 

The 1862 Morrill Act helped democratize higher 

education by allotting public land to states for 

land-grant colleges focused on agricultural and 

industrial training. States were keen to meet 

the growing demand for teacher training, and 

they hesitated to spend money building separate 

schools for women (although this did not stop 

southern states from practicing racial segrega-

tion). State universities now part of the Big Ten  

led the movement, many of them admitting 

women within just a few decades of their found-

ing. Women were admitted to the University of 

Iowa in 1855, the University of Wisconsin in 1866, 

Indiana University in 1867, and the Universities of 

Illinois and Michigan in 1870. Despite this flurry, 

coeducation remained contentious, and schools 

around the country faced a backlash—including 

the University of Chicago, where women had 

begun to dominate Phi Beta Kappa membership. 

Thus, even when the doors were open to them, 

women were not always welcome. As Northwest-

ern’s history demonstrates, beginning with the 

vision of local women, it took extensive effort 

on the part of women students, faculty, alumnae, 

and staff continuing to demand equal access and 

opportunity. Similarly, although Northwestern 

from its beginnings officially accepted students 

irrespective of race, the earliest women students 

were white, and students of color have long fought 

for full inclusion and equity. Today, challenges to 

gender equity remain, as well as equity for gender 

identity and expression, racial identity, sexual 

orientation, and economic status. The forward 

thinking and fierce determination of women and 

men in leadership and women students, faculty, 

and alumnae should inspire as well as challenge 

Northwestern these 150 years later. ●

 

FOREWORD

Joan M. Johnson
Director for Faculty, 
Office of the Provost
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Education in Evanston 
1855–69

I
n fall 1855, three institutions of higher edu-

cation opened their doors in the township 

that would soon be known as Evanston. 

Just two years earlier, the founders 

of Northwestern University had selected 

the site, impressed by its bucolic setting and its 

distance from the temptations of Chicago. They 

purchased over three hundred acres of farmland 

along Lake Michigan, simultaneously laying the 

groundwork for their school and the town that 

would surround it.

 Northwestern University had built a frame 

building on the corner of Davis Street and Hinman 

Avenue to use until it could afford to construct  

an appropriately stately structure on the land  

designated for the campus. Several blocks north, 

Garrett Biblical Institute’s Dempster Hall was the 

first (and only, at the time) building on that land. 

The unaffiliated North-Western Female College 

was located on land deeded from the University  

at Lake Street and Chicago Avenue. 

The University and the Biblical Institute  

were affiliated, and their boards of trustees shared  

several members. The University’s mission was  

to prepare men of all denominations to become 

educated Christian citizens; Garrett served the 

college men who wished to enter the Methodist 

ministry. The Female College offered to provide 

“Young Ladies of the Northwest” with a “thorough  

Collegiate Education near home, and amid  

such rural seclusion as will secure every possible  

guaranty for health, morals, and refinement.”  

The Female College, however, did not award  

college-level degrees. 

All three institutions were founded by Meth-

odists, and many early Evanston residents, most 

of whom were Methodists, were attracted to the 

new community by its educational opportunities 

for their children—male and female—and the fact 

that the University’s charter prohibited the sale of 

alcohol within four miles of campus.

FACING PAGE

“Plan of Evanston” platted 
by Philo Judson, 1853–54 

BELOW

Dempster Hall, Garrett 
Biblical Institute building, 
circa 1870
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The North-Western Female College

Due to traditional assumptions that women were 

intellectually inferior to men and that their roles 

should be limited to the domestic sphere, many 

people believed anything more than rudimentary 

schooling for women unnecessary, unfeminine, 

and even unhealthy. By the 1850s, this attitude 

was changing, and academies and seminaries for 

women proliferated around the United States, 

especially in the Northeast and the expanding 

West. The schools, often called fem-sems, offered 

French, music, painting, and needlework as well 

as math and science; some East Coast schools 

evolved into the first women’s colleges. Many of 

the Midwestern women’s academies, including a 

number of Methodist institutions, were founded 

and recognized by religious denominations. 

William P. Jones Jr. and his brother John W. 

Jones both graduated from Methodist colleges and 

were strong advocates of women’s higher educa-

tion. After touring East Coast institutions to study 

appropriate curricula, the brothers founded the 

North-Western Female College using John’s per-

sonal fortune (partially gained during the Califor-

nia gold rush). The college’s first building, which 

welcomed 84 students in fall 1855, burned to the 

ground in December 1856. To raise money to 

rebuild it, William traveled throughout Illinois, 

lecturing on Indian lore and giving poetry read-

ings. His lectures also included “A Plea for the  

Better Education of Woman” to raise money to 

help women afford to attend the Female College.  

A new building was erected on the site of the origi-

nal structure and opened in October 1857. Also in 

1857, William married Mary Hayes, who had been 

ABOVE

(Left) Old College, North-
western University’s first 
building, circa 1871

(Right) Casket and  Budget 
newsletter, volume 1, 
number 1, 1858

FACING PAGE

Draft of “A Plea for the 
Better Education of 
Woman,” speech by  
William Jones,  circa 1857



educated at Mount Holyoke, which was founded  

in 1837—and was one of the East Coast women’s  

seminaries that set the example for women’s  

liberal arts education.

The college offered “preparatory” (middle- 

and high-school level) courses to women (day 

and boarding students) and men (day students 

only), as well as three to four years of “collegiate” 

coursework for women only. Reflecting the con-

temporary model of East Coast women’s seminar-

ies (and far from the traditional finishing school 

curriculum of decorative arts and deportment), 

the college’s “practical, thorough, and extensive” 

collegiate program of instruction included courses 

in classical languages and literature, natural sci-

ences, grammar, arithmetic, and history along 

with “ornamental branches” such as music and 

drawing. The curriculum closely resembled the 

program undertaken by the men a few blocks 

away at Northwestern University, but without 

the reward of a college degree. The Female Col-

lege’s graduates received “laureates” of literature, 

arts, or science or the honorary titles of Mistress 

of Science or Arts. The first graduating class in 

1859 consisted entirely of valedictorian Frances 

 Willard and salutatorian Margaret McKee. A few 

FACING PAGE

North-Western Female 
College stereopticon 
cards, circa 1870. A card 
would be placed in a  
stereopticon viewer, 
which combined the pair 
of photographs on each 
card to create a 3-D image.
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WILLIAM P. JONES JR., 1831–1886 

William Jones Jr. was a teacher, lecturer, journalist, and 

poet with an abiding interest in women’s higher educa-

tion. He established the North-Western Female College 

in Evanston in 1855 and in 1857 married his assistant, 

Mary E. Hayes. Together they directed the college until 

1871, when he sold the building to the newly estab-

lished Evanston College for Ladies. Jones continued 

to pursue his journalism, with a focus on education; in 

1884, the Joneses moved to Nebraska to manage the 

Fremont Normal School and Business College. 

blocks away, Northwestern University’s first grad-

uating class numbered five. 

To safeguard the “health, morals, and refine-

ment” of the women, the college’s administrators 

assiduously regulated boarding students’ conduct. 

Women could not leave the grounds after 7 p.m., 

miss church services on Sunday, run on the stairs, 

or talk during study hours; a 30-minute walk each 

day was mandatory. University men nicknamed 

the Female College the “Jones Nunnery.” The 

women did, however, participate in “polite” sports 

(such as croquet and skating) and formed the Min-

erva literary society. In 1858, Female College stu-

dents boasted that they had published Evanston’s 

first printed newspaper, the Casket and Budget. (It 

apparently only lasted for one issue.)

Although William Jones’s plan for the gran-

diose college building depicted on the cover of 

an 1858 circular was never realized, the North-

Western Female College continued to serve the 

growing population of Evanston, as well as offer-

ing its coursework to women from “abroad” 

—meaning anywhere outside Evanston—who 

boarded at the school. ●
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RIGHT

(Top) 1856 Northwestern  
University catalog, out-
lining the curriculum for 
sophomores and juniors

(Bottom) 1855–56 
North-Western Female 
College catalog. Women 
would follow a curricu-
lum very similar to that 
offered to Northwestern 
men students.

FACING PAGE

Circular, North-Western 
Female College, 1858. The 
imaginative sketch of the 
campus reflects Jones’s 
vision for the school.
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N 
orthwestern University began the 

1868–69 academic year at its origi-

nal location, the frame building at 

Hinman and Davis, but construction 

of the imposing brick and stone 

University Hall—the first University building on 

campus—was well under way. (The frame build-

ing, renamed Old College, would later be moved 

onto the campus near the lakeshore.) Seventy-one 

students were enrolled, and in June 1869, the com-

mencement program announced the awarding of 

ten bachelor’s and four master’s degrees.

The position of University president had  

been vacant for years; since 1860, faculty members 

had served as interim presidents. Finally, at the 

June 23, 1869, Board of Trustees meeting, a new 

president was unanimously elected: Erastus O. 

Haven, who had been president of the Univer-

sity of Michigan for the previous six years. Well 

respected for his teaching, educational adminis-

tration, and service to the Methodist Episcopal 

Church as a minister, Haven was also a known 

advocate of coeducation. The meeting minutes 

show that the resolution confirming his election 

was immediately followed by a unanimous reso-

lution that Northwestern University would admit 

women on the same terms and conditions as men, 

starting the next academic year. 

The Decision to Admit Women
1869 

But a thorough report of the entire meeting, 

published the next day in the Chicago Tribune, 

reveals a more contested process. Although the 

Tribune noted that one trustee moved that a reso-

lution be considered to admit women on the same 

terms as men, it reported that the Board (com-

posed of ministers, judges, faculty, and business-

men) only reached unanimous agreement after 

considerable discussion. One trustee pointed out 

that it was well known that some of the faculty 

were opposed to admitting women. Members in 

favor spoke about women’s rights and the advan-

tages of offering coeducation in light of the grow-

ing number of women’s colleges. Those opposed, 

including English professor and former interim 

president David Wheeler, expressed concern 

about the difficulty of providing the additional 

supervision women would need to keep them out 

of mischief and about potential damage to the 

University’s reputation. These issues— women’s 

need for supervision and the dangers of young 

women and young men in close proximity—would 

continue to affect coeducation’s progress for years 

to come, at almost every former men’s institution. 

Trustee Grant Goodrich, who had nominated 

Haven for president, suggested that Haven take 

care of the details, as he knew more about the  

subject because of his prior work. Eventually,  

FACING PAGE

Transcript of Erastus 
O. Haven’s September 8, 
1869, inaugural address, 
published in the Chicago 
Republican, September 9, 
1869 

ABOVE

Erastus O. Haven,  
president of Northwestern 
University from 1869 to 
1872
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a revised  resolution, effectively transferring 

responsibility for women away from the Board of 

Trustees, was unanimously approved:

Resolved that we approve of the admission 

of young women to the classes of the Uni-

versity upon the same terms and conditions 

as young men, and we refer the question of 

details and plan to the President and Faculty 

and the Executive Committee of this Board 

and that so far as may be, young women be 

admitted to said classes at the opening of the 

next collegiate year. 

Haven was inaugurated as Northwestern’s 

president on September 8, 1869, the same day the 

magnificent University Hall building was dedi-

cated. Several hundred attendees heard Haven’s 

inaugural address—transcribed in full in the fol-

lowing day’s newspapers, including the Chicago 

Republican—in which he made clear his stand on 

women’s education:

I cannot doubt that she [woman] has an 

equal claim with men to all the advantages 

of our universities. Universities cannot be 

duplicated for the accommodation of the 

sexes any more than churches . . . . If there 

are peculiar difficulties growing out of the 

time of life usually devoted to study in the 

University, these difficulties ought to be 

met and removed on the free system of self 

restraint and the highest level of Christian 

cultivation. I doubt not that before the 

nineteenth century shall close, all the best 

universities in Europe and America will 

educate both men and women . . . . I am 

glad that in the Northwestern University 

the doors are open to all who are mentally 

and morally prepared to enter.

Haven’s next words, however, reflected the 

equivocal nature of his views on coeducation  

and offered a potential compromise to defuse 

objections:

I am glad that the provisional steps have 

been taken to establish a separate college for 

ladies, which I hope will be made a depart-

ment of the University. Let a good building 

be erected that shall afford convenient 

rooms for a suitable home of all the ladies 

from abroad who wish to avail themselves of 

the advantages of the University, and let sev-

eral teachers be employed to furnish the spe-

cial instruction [art and music] demanded 

by them, and at the same time let the general 

library and museum be open to all, and let 

such women as desire it pursue any of the 

courses of study provided for in the Uni-

versity, and also let the special instruction 

provided to them be given to any men that 

may desire it. In this way the University may 

be impartial in its benefits, and at the same 

time the inconvenience and evils which 

many dread may be avoided. 

Haven’s mention of a separate college for 

women referred to the Women’s Educational 

Association of Evanston’s ongoing plans to 

establish a degree-granting college for women. 

The paths of Northwestern and the proposed 

women’s college would intersect—sometimes 

 unexpectedly—over the next few years, during 

which time the interpretation of coeducation 

hung in the balance: would it be the two-headed 

relationship of a coordinate school or complete 

integration into one school? ●

ABOVE

Northwestern University 
Board of Trustees  
minutes, June 23, 1869
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(Top) University Hall,  
Harper’s Weekly,  
September 20, 1873

(Bottom) Program cover 
from the September 8, 
1869, inauguration of  
Erastus O. Haven and ded-
ication of University Hall 
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D
espite the 1869 resolution that 

directed the president, executive 

committee, and faculty to work out 

the details of coeducation, little  

(if anything) was said about women 

students at Northwestern during the first year of 

Haven’s administration. The liberal arts college 

catalog for 1869–70 did list two women students, 

Rebecca Hoag and Sarah Rebecca Roland, who 

were undertaking “selected studies,” and faculty 

minutes indicate that a Miss Yaples was per-

mitted to enroll as a freshman 

in January 1870.  

Although the 

University had 

declared itself open 

to women students, 

it was not rushing to 

recruit them until it 

could figure out how to 

supervise them. Faculty 

could educate women in 

the classroom but were not 

prepared to oversee their 

nonacademic campus life; 

clearly, the Haven adminis-

tration was waiting for the 

establishment of the Evanston 

College for Ladies to solve the 

The Evanston College for 
Ladies and the Woman’s  
College of Northwestern 
1869–74

FACING PAGE

Map of Evanston, 1876, by 
Theodore Reese, believed 
to be the oldest printed 
map of the city 
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List of officers, Women’s 
Educational Association, 
1871

question of incorporating women into Northwest-

ern. The coordinate school model would neatly 

meet the needs of both institutions.

The Women’s Educational Association 

The idea for the Evanston College for Ladies (ECL) 

predated Haven’s arrival. Prominent Evanston  

women—the wives of doctors, ministers, busi-

nessmen, and Northwestern faculty—had long 

discussed college-level education 

for women beyond what the North-

Western Female College could offer. In 

September 1868, Mary F. Haskin con-

vened the first meeting of the Wom-

en’s Educational Association (WEA) 

with the goal of establishing a new 

academic institution for women 

that could grant college degrees. 

Members agreed that the Board 

of Trustees, the majority of the 

faculty, and the president of the 

new college would be women—

an innovative arrangement 

even for a women’s college. 

They also hoped that North-

western would agree to give 

the women students access 

to its classes. 
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By spring 1869, the WEA had obtained a 

charter from the state for the proposed Evanston 

College for Ladies along with a promise from 

the Evanston town council of a site for the new 

college’s building on a plot of land Northwestern 

had given to the town as a park. The council spec-

ified that the land could be used only for a college 

building costing no less than $25,000 and com-

pleted within five years. 

The election of Erastus Haven as Northwest-

ern’s president in 1869 was a boon to the WEA. 

He readily agreed that ECL students would have 

full access to Northwestern’s classes, library, and 

museum. In turn, the WEA agreed that its planned 

building would house the women students and 

that ECL faculty would supervise them. University 

men students would be able to enroll in the ECL’s 

art and music classes. This model would leave sep-

arate the administrations of the two institutions 

while they shared the costs of buildings, facilities, 

and faculty salaries. The ECL’s oversight of women 

students would ease the concerns of Northwest-

ern faculty and the parents of potential students. 

Planning for the ECL continued through 1871. 

Haven and the WEA negotiated with William 

Jones to absorb the North-Western Female  

College and rent its building until the new col-

lege’s building was ready. The Female College  

saw its 16th and last commencement in  

June 1871.  

Frances Willard was appointed president of 

the ECL in spring 1871 on the basis of her orator-

ical skill, teaching experience, study of women’s 

education abroad, and proven ability to solicit 

donations. Her talents were immediately put to 

use raising money for the ECL building as she 

planned Evanston’s 1871 “Ladies Fourth of July” 

celebration: a full day of parades, speeches, plays, 

baseball games, and boat races—and the laying 

of the cornerstone for the building. (The speech-

makers and the baseball players were exclusively 

men.) Newspapers reported 10,000 people in 

attendance and the $30,000 pledge goal met.

The ECL opened in the former Female Col-

lege building in September 1871 with 236 stu-

dents: 37 “collegiate” students taking courses at 

ABOVE

1871–72 Evanston  
College for Ladies catalog 
and circular  

FACING PAGE

(Top) A Plea for Help 
fundraising circular for 
the Evanston College for 
Ladies, 1872, after the 
Great Chicago Fire

(Bottom) Program for the 
first and only commence-
ment of the Evanston  
College for Ladies,  
June 23–25, 1872
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 Northwestern, the rest “preparatory” students 

pursuing arts and music training. But the new 

school was soon beset by circumstances that 

changed the future of coeducation in Evanston. 

Coeducation in the balance

The great fire that ravaged Chicago on October 9, 

1871, nearly took Northwestern’s vision for coed-

ucation with it. Along with homes and businesses 

that went up in smoke, so too did the fortunes 

of businessmen who had pledged financial sup-

port to the ECL. Suddenly short of funding, the 

WEA spent the next two years scrambling for the 

money needed to construct its building by Evan-

ston’s five-year deadline. Still, the ECL did manage 

to graduate its first class of six in June 1872. 

Later that summer, President Haven resigned 

from Northwestern to become general secretary 

of the Methodist Board of Education. Northwest-

ern’s new president, Charles Fowler, had ideas, 

energy, and a firm belief in coeducation but no 

experience as an educator or administrator. Mean-

while, the cash-strapped WEA was reluctantly 

reaching the conclusion that an official merger 

with Northwestern was the only way to keep the 

ECL alive. On June 24, 1873, after several months 

of negotiation, the Evanston College for Ladies 

became the Woman’s College of Northwestern and 

the WEA was dissolved. As part of the agreement, 

the WEA required that Northwestern always have 

at least one woman on the Board of Trustees and 

that the new of dean of women (the position that 

would replace the role of president of the ECL) 

always be appointed a full professor of the Univer-

sity. (Deans of women would be the only women 

full professors at Northwestern until the 1960s.) 

Fowler was not as concerned as Haven was about 

maintaining a sister-school relationship with 

separate supervision for women students. The 

schools’ administrative units merged, and  

ABOVE

Woman’s College 
announcement, 1878 
(Woman’s College building 
pictured with spire; shown 
in many sketches, the 
spire was never built.)

FACING PAGE

Evanston College for 
Ladies/Woman’s College 
building, circa 1880. It 
served as Northwestern’s 
Music Administration 
Building from 1940 to 
2015.

Frances Willard became Northwestern’s first dean 

of women. Within four years of the Northwestern 

trustees’ resolution to admit women, the face of 

coeducation had changed completely. And the 

University would continue to grapple with its new 

responsibility for housing and supervising women 

students for years to come. 

The year 1874 held two significant events  

for women students at Northwestern: The new 

building, now named Woman’s Hall, was finally 

completed and occupied, so women students  

no longer had to walk the mile from the North- 

Western Female College building. And at the Uni-

versity’s commencement on June 25, president 

Charles Fowler handed a Northwestern diploma 

to a woman for the first time. As he congratulated 

Sarah Rebecca Roland, he said, “You are the first 

of a long line.” ●
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RIGHT

Northwestern stu-
dent newspaper The 
Tripod’s July 20, 1871, 
report on the events 
and success of the 
“Ladies Fourth of July” 
fundraising event for 
the Evanston College 
for Ladies building 

BELOW

Admission ticket to 
a play that was part 
of the many “Ladies 
Fourth of July” events, 
1871. The final act of 
the play showed how 
women would benefit 
from a college  
education.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP

1873 Evanston College for 
Ladies Board of Trustees 
minutes, discussing the 
transfer of the college to 
Northwestern

Note from Frances Willard, 
attached to an Evanston 
College for Ladies catalog, 
announcing the merger 
with Northwestern, 1873

Architect’s sketch for 
Evanston College for 
Ladies/Woman’s College 
building, circa 1871. 
The architect,  Gurdon P. 
 Randall, also designed 
University Hall.
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SARAH REBECCA ROLAND, 1851–1937

Sarah Rebecca 

Roland was born in 

Cedarville, Illinois, 

in 1851, the year 

Northwestern was 

chartered.  She 

attended Free-

port (Illinois) High 

School before 

entering North-

western’s College 

of Liberal Arts in 1870. (She was not the first 

woman to enroll; Rebecca Hoag had enrolled in 

1869 but did not complete her studies.) 

In 1874, Roland became the first woman to 

graduate from Northwestern, during a period 

when it was struggling to find its footing as a 

coeducational institution. When she enrolled, 

Erastus Haven was the president and Frances 

Willard was president of the Evanston College 

for Ladies; when Roland graduated with a PhB 

(bachelor of philosophy), the Woman’s College 

of Northwestern had absorbed the Evanston 

College for Ladies and president Charles Fowler 

presided at the Northwestern commencement 

exercises. Years later, Roland remembered that 

“when President Fowler . . . presented me my 

diploma on Commencement Day, he said, ‘You are 

the first of a long line, Miss Roland,’ and he was a 

true prophet.”

In 1878, Roland married John Aiken Childs, 

owner and editor of the Evanston Index news-

paper; they lived in Evanston until 1918, when 

they moved to Pasadena, California. Their two 

daughters attended Northwestern, but their son 

did not. After John Childs died in 1922, Rebecca 

Roland Childs remained involved in the North-

western Alumni Association, whose Pasadena 

chapter conducted her funeral service when she 

died at 86.

In 1922, Northwestern gave the name  

Roland Hall to a building on the corner of Orring-

ton Avenue and Clark Street that served as a 

women’s infirmary until 1936 and a women’s dor-

mitory until 1946; the building was razed in 1974. 

Northwestern also named the Sarah Rebecca 

Roland Professorship in honor of its first  

woman graduate. 

ABOVE

List of all 30 graduating 
seniors in the class day 
exercises program,  
June 23, 1874

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP

Sarah Rebecca Roland 
(Mrs. John A. Childs), circa 
1930s

April 22, 1937, letter from 
Roland Childs to James 
Alton James, recounting 
memories of her North-
western days

Obituaries for Roland 
Childs after her death 
on June 14, 1937, at 86. 
All mention her status 
as Northwestern’s first 
woman graduate.

From 1922 to 1946, 
Roland Hall was used first 
as a women’s infirmary 
and later as a women’s 
dormitory.
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P
erhaps the thorniest issue surround-

ing coeducation at Northwestern  

was how women students would be 

governed—a concern referred to fre-

quently by Northwestern trustees  

and faculty and by the parents of potential 

women students. Even strong proponents of 

 coeducation—who had no doubt that women 

could succeed academically—were concerned 

about the effect the presence of women might 

have on the men. While the terms of the Evanston 

College for Ladies merger with Northwestern 

University required that women always be rep-

resented on the Board of Trustees, the women 

students were now governed by the University’s 

faculty and  administration.  

The self-report scandal

Frances Willard, now Northwestern’s dean of 

women, knew that women students would be 

subject to greater scrutiny than men and so tried 

to maintain a separate structure for the women’s 

supervision. But Willard felt that her authority 

was much diminished and that the administra-

tion was ignoring her advice about what parents 

would want for their daughters and ignoring her 

views about women’s taking responsibility for 

themselves. She incurred particular resistance to 

Women on Campus
1869–1900 

FACING PAGE

February 27, 1874, self- 
report completed by  
Woman’s College student 
Ella M. Potter (Courtesy 
WCTU Archives)

BELOW

The Entre Nous women’s 
tennis club, circa 1896

the  self-reports that she required women students 

to fill out each week. Willard firmly believed that 

accepting responsibility for their own behavior 

was a crucial step toward women achieving inde-

pendence of thought and action. The report asked 

such questions as whether they had whispered in 

chapel or walked to the post office without per-

mission. Of course, no such reports were required 

of men students. Women whose self-reports 
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 consistently indicated they had followed the rules 

and taken responsibility for their actions were 

entered into the Roll of Honor and were no longer 

required to submit the forms. 

On November 26, 1873, a lengthy editorial  

disparaging the self-reports appeared in the  

Chicago Daily Tribune under the headline  

“Woman’s Rights in Evanston.” The anonymous 

editorialist wrote:

A flagrant set of injustices is being perpe-

trated every week in the staid and sober 

confines of Evanston, which demands pub-

lic notice and the adoption of immediate 

measures for its correction. The Northwest-

ern University, located in that village, long 

ago threw its doors open to women and 

offered the same privileges to both sexes. 

It was announced that they would be on 

terms of equality . . . . In place of this, the 

young ladies are compelled to go to a con-

fessional once a week, and answer thirteen 

questions, many of them of the most exas-

perating character. . . .

As it stands at present, the rule is a petty 

humiliation and places every young lady 

FACING PAGE

The Woman’s College Roll 
of Honor ledger, 1873.  
This page lists women 
who were on probation; 
some have been pro moted 
to Roll of Honor and no 
longer need to complete 
self-reports. (Courtesy 
WCTU Archives)

FRANCES E. WILLARD, 1839–1898

Best known as an international social reformer and the leader of the 

Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, Frances Willard moved to Evanston 

from Wisconsin in 1857 with her parents. Her brother attended Garrett 

Biblical Institute; she and her sister graduated from the North-Western 

Female College. Willard then taught in grade schools and female colleges. 

In 1871 she was appointed president of the Evanston College for Ladies;  

in 1873, as dean of women, she became Northwestern’s first woman pro-

fessor. After leaving the University, she served on its Board of Trustees.  

She continued to live in Evanston until her death in 1898, and the Woman’s 

Christian Temperance Union moved its headquarters there from Chicago 

in 1900. 

in a most mortifying position. If they have 

any spirit, they will continue to agitate and 

protest until this clear Woman’s Right is 

conceded.

The editorial generated a flurry of letters to 

the editor, both for and against, including one 

from suffragist Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who 

demanded equality for men and women students, 

rejecting Willard’s “invidious assumption that 

boys can be trusted with liberties that girls can-

not.” Responses from Northwestern, including 

from women students themselves, supported 

 Willard, who also submitted a rebuttal. 

Despite support from her students, Willard 

resigned from Northwestern in 1874, when it 

became clear that her concern about assuaging 

parental worries and building strong, self-reliant 

women did not match Fowler’s idea of one set 

of rules for all, with no special authority for the 

dean of women. Still, Willard’s successors contin-

ued to contend with parents’ worries about their 

daughters’ exposure to unsupervised freedoms 

and resorted to issuing report cards evaluating the 

women’s behavior. And the question of separate 

rules for women would persist until the mid-1970s. 

OVERLEAF

Responses in  
Northwestern’s student 
newspaper to criticism 
of the Woman’s College 
self-reports,  
Decem  ber 1, 1873 
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From 1872 to 1935,  
College Cottage, at 
Orrington and Clark, 
housed women students 
on the co-op plan.

BELOW

Admission information 
and regulations for appli-
cants to the College  
Cottage, circa 1873

Women’s housing and student activities

Women of color

There were few students of color—men or 

women—enrolled during the early years of North-

western. Although founded by Methodists, the 

University was established as a nondenomina-

tional school open to all men, regardless of race or 

religion. In 1874, after women were admitted, the 

University catalog stated that Northwestern “rec-

ognizes neither sex nor race. It asks the candidate, 

‘What do you know?’” But the student popula-

tion remained largely white and American-born, 

although students from East and Southeast Asia 

began arriving in the late 1890s—most after having 

attended Protestant missionary schools in their 

native countries. Records from Northwestern’s 

professional schools (medicine, dentistry, phar-

macy, and law—all located in Chicago) show that 

a diverse student body was more common there, 

though women were few.

In the late 19th century, prevailing American 

attitudes about race suppressed black attendance 

at predominantly white universities, including 

Northwestern. When women were admitted, 

it had been only four years since the Civil War 

ended. In the post-Reconstruction era, few black 

families lived in Evanston. Less than one percent 

of blacks nationwide attended college, and the 

majority of those who did attended institutions 

founded exclusively for them (known today as 

historically black colleges and universities), which 

were proliferating in the South at the time. Blacks 

were also hindered by socioeconomic, racial, and 

institutional barriers, including attitudes about 

mixing races, which complicated student housing 

for blacks. Although no rule prohibited them from 

living in Northwestern dormitories, it was tacitly 

understood that black students would find hous-

ing with families in Evanston rather than live  

on campus.

Demographic analysis is hampered by the 

difficulty of identifying students based on race or 

ethnicity in Northwestern’s early years. Detailed 

demographic data was not formally recorded until 

the late 1970s, and while surnames from catalogs 

and early yearbook photographs provide circum-

stantial clues, they are inconclusive. Evidence in 

University Archives suggests that the first black 

woman to graduate with a bachelor’s degree was 

Naomi Willie Pollard in 1905.  

NAOMI WILLIE POLLARD, 1883–1971

Based on University Archives’ records, Naomi Willie Pollard was the first black woman 

to earn a bachelor’s degree from Northwestern. She was the third of eight children 

whose parents had moved in 1886 from Missouri to Rogers Park (then a village north 

of and later annexed by Chicago), becoming one of the first African American families 

in the area. Pollard entered Northwestern in 1901 and likely commuted to campus 

from home, as did many students at the time; a black woman would not have been 

permitted to live in campus housing. While at Northwestern, she published a short 

story about racial discrimination in the student literary magazine. After graduating 

in 1905 (her Syllabus yearbook portrait from that year at left), Pollard taught high 

school before working as a librarian; in 1916, she married Richard Dobson. She went 

on to participate in church activities and civic organizations, including the League of 

Women Voters, the NAACP, and the American Association of University Women, and 

she served as president of the Iowa Association of Colored Women’s Clubs. 

The basis for encouraging parents to send 

their daughters to a coeducational school was 

the assurance of a homelike atmosphere with 

 parental-quality supervision. However, the  

Woman’s College struggled to meet that goal 

while its new building remained uncompleted. 

Until Woman’s Hall opened in 1874, women from 

outside Evanston boarded with carefully selected 

families or lived in the old North-Western Female 

College building a mile from campus. Meanwhile, 

the Women’s Educational Aid Association was 

formed to help women afford the cost of room 

and board. The WEAA instituted a co-op plan 

similar to one devised by Mount Holyoke, offering 

a reduced rate in exchange for housework. The 

husbands of several WEAA members pur-

chased a building at the corner of Orrington 

Avenue and Clark Street, and by October 

1872 “College Cottage” was ready for occu-

pancy. In 1874, room and board at Woman’s 

Hall cost $5 per week; at College Cottage, 

the cost was $2.25 plus an hour or less of 

housework. Participation in the co-op 

plan increased, necessitating additions 

to the building and the eventual con-

struction in 1901 of Chapin Hall, funded 

by Daniel K. Pearsons and named for 

his sister-in-law, Julia Chapin. College 

Cottage, renamed Pearsons Hall, was 

used by the WEAA until 1935; the 

co-op system remained in place in 
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Chapin until 1967. Woman’s Hall also gained an 

annex in 1892, so that most women students could 

be accommodated on campus, although some still 

boarded in approved homes, including women of 

color, who were not welcome in campus housing. 

The need for additional housing indicates, of 

course, that the number of women attending the 

University was increasing rapidly. In 1893, North-

western president Henry Rogers reported that in 

the past 10 years women had averaged 38 percent 

of the student population. Still, their assimilation 

into student life continued to reflect uncertainty 

about the meaning of coeducation. Even if men 

and women attended the same classes, their 

extracurricular activities tended to be, or become, 

separate. 

For example, women were admitted to the 

Adelphic Society, one of Northwestern’s two 

long-established literary societies, in 1872. In 

1874, however, the faculty voted to exclude women 

from the club. Women immediately formed a new 

society, the Ossoli (named for women’s rights 

advocate Margaret Fuller Ossoli), although the 

societies held joint events by the mid-1880s. The 

Students’ Christian Association, a popular social 

organization founded in 1880 with a membership 

of men and women, split in 1890 into the YMCA 

and the YWCA. The two groups continued active 

programs of religious education and philanthropy, 

often working together but as decidedly separate 

organizations.

Although evidence of black students’ activi-

ties from this time is scarce, in 1913 some women 

students joined Chicago’s Beta chapter of the 

Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority, which had been 

founded at Howard University in 1908 to provide 

social and professional opportunities previously 

lacking for black college women.       

Women students were encouraged to exer-

cise for health reasons and participated in ath-

letic activities (including basketball, tennis, and 

gymnastics), but separately from the men. They 

alternated with men in using the gymnasium 

building and lobbied for many years for a separate 

women’s gym. 

Although women had contributed to the pro-

duction of the yearbook and student newspaper, in 

1896 the first issue of the Woman’s Edition of the 

Northwestern (the newspaper that would become 

the Daily Northwestern in 1910) occasioned com-

mentary in the Chicago Tribune. After the success 

of the first issue edited, written, and illustrated by 

women, a woman’s edition was produced almost 

annually until 1915, when it was replaced by a 

more frequent Woman’s Section in the Daily. ●

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT

Joint session: Ossoli 
(women’s) and Adelphic 
(men’s) literary societies’ 
recital program,  
January 27, 1888

Ossoli women’s literary 
society program,  
May 6, 1881

The first annual woman’s 
edition of the Northwest-
ern student newspaper 
was unusual enough to 
draw comment from 
the Chicago Tribune on  
April 9, 1896.

ABOVE

Woman’s Educational Aid 
Association pamphlet, 
1884
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1880 senior class,  
photographed at  
the Old Oak 
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(Top) 1877 senior class,  
photographed on the 
steps of University Hall 

(Bottom) 1879 senior class,  
photographed at the Old 
Oak near Chicago Avenue 
and Sheridan Road 
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N
orthwestern’s experience with inter-

preting and instituting coeducation 

was not unlike that of many univer-

sities. Changes were gradual as out-

side circumstances evolved. Long 

gone were the days when women were considered 

incapable of learning, but fears of women using 

their brains at the expense of their health as wives 

and mothers were expressed frequently from the 

mid-19th century onward. 

From coeds to women students

Coeducation itself came under fire in the early 

1900s, when many universities began to worry 

that women were outnumbering and outperform-

ing men. Proposed solutions included separate 

classrooms for the same courses, and some insti-

tutions reinstated the coordinate-school concept. 

Northwestern president Edmund J. James 

(from 1902 to 1904) worried publicly that too many  

women students would “effeminize” education.  

In 1929, the president’s executive  committee dis-

cussed separate classrooms for men and women 

students. In many cases, women themselves man-

dated separate status. In 1906, women students 

formed the Women’s League as a  self-government 

organization. Women were eligible to hold office 

as vice president or secretary on the general stu-

dent council (formed circa 1915) but continued to 

maintain a separate self-government organization 

(renamed the Women’s Self-Government Associa-

tion and later the Association of Women Students) 

until 1967. The WSGA also published a separate 

handbook for women students (Read and Be Right) 

from 1939 to 1959. Women students, beginning in 

1915 and soon backed by the Alumnae of North-

western (an organization founded in 1916), cam-

paigned for over a decade for a separate women’s 

building with its own gymnasium but, after many 

The Evolution of Coeducation  
1900–74

FACING PAGE

Purple Pepper N news-
letter, produced by the 
Committee on Women’s 
Buildings, May 17, 1923

ABOVE

Pages from the women’s 
handbook Read and  
Be Right, 1939 
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fundraising efforts (interrupted by World War I 

and the Depression), had to content themselves 

with the construction of Scott Hall as a general 

student union in 1940.

Student organizations shifted back and forth 

between single-sex and mixed membership over 

the years. Beginning in 1929, the formerly separate 

revues produced by the Men’s Union (MU) and the 

Women’s Athletic Association (WAA) joined forces 

as the Waa-Mu Show. The debate team, which had 

touted its first woman member in 1922, later split 

into men’s and women’s teams but reconsolidated 

in the early 1950s, when Roberta Buffett (1954) 

joined the team. In 1943, the University added a 

home economics department, enforcing the image 

of women learning to be good homemakers rather 

than taking men’s jobs (the department was elim-

inated in 1973); the engineering classrooms at the 

Technological Institute were populated almost 

exclusively by men. Women were allowed to serve 

on the student government, but it wasn’t until 

1970, when Eva Jefferson (1971) was elected, that 

LEFT

March 1902 Chicago  
Tribune clipping, one of 
many newspaper reports 
on Northwestern presi-
dent James’s comments 
about too many women 
students in college
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1947 class on nutrition 
in the home economics 
department lab in  
Fisk Hall
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November 6, 1918, weekly 
“Co-ed-ition” of the Daily 
Northwestern, published 
by women during World 
War I, when many men 
students were away
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Mabel Mason (1916) was the first Northwest-

ern woman to win a prize in the Northern Orator-

ical League contest, for her talk on “The College 

Woman and the Twentieth Century Home.” 

Swimming star Sybil Bauer (1926) broke the men’s 

world record for the 440-yard backstroke in 1922. 

On campus, Genevieve Forbes Herrick (1916) was 

the first woman editor in chief of the Northwestern 

literary magazine in 1915 (she went on to a career 

as an investigative reporter), and Jane Orr (1935) 

became, in 1934, the first woman editor of North-

western’s yearbook. 

And the list of firsts attained by Northwest-

ern alumnae is a story in itself. Two have served 

as presidents of the National Organization for 

Women. Northwestern women have achieved 

the highest honors in science, technology, and 

medicine. They are renowned writers, perform-

ers, directors, teachers, and scholars. They have 

been elected to government office and headed 

large corporations. They have taken up the charge 

to “spread far the fame of our fair name,” as the 

Northwestern fight song implores—proving that 

the administrators of 1869 were wise to change 

with the times. All women needed was the same 

access as men to the halls of education. At North-

western, women got that opportunity 150 years 

ago, and they have been making the most of it  

ever since. ●

ABOVE

Engineering classes in  
the Technological Insti-
tute: 1950s (left), circa 
1980 (right)

RIGHT

The program for “Good 
Morning Glory,” the first 
revue jointly produced 
by the Woman’s Athletic 
Association and the Men’s 
Union, 1929

a woman—and an African American—would be 

president of the Associated Student Government. 

At Northwestern, as was the case at most 

men’s colleges that decided to admit women, 

“coeducation” came to mean a campus that 

included both men and “coeds.” Thus, no matter 

how impartially it was intended, being labeled 

“coeds” meant that women students were not 

truly accepted on the same terms as men.

Over time, as coeducation became the norm, 

the tradition of treating women students differ-

ently from men gradually died out. By the mid-

1970s, there was no longer a dean of women, the 

Women’s Self-Government Association had dis-

banded, Title IX had opened the door to women’s 

varsity sports, and more women had begun to fill 

seats in the labs of the Technological Institute. The 

era of curfews and parietal hours—the strictly lim-

ited times when men and women were allowed to 

visit each other in campus residences—was over. 

No longer used to differentiate men from women 

students in regard to ability or need for protection, 

the term “coed” could finally resume its original 

meaning; today such terms as “coed dorms” iden-

tify aspects of campus life that include all genders.

The long line continues

Northwestern president Charles Fowler was right 

when he told Sarah Rebecca Roland in 1874 that 

she was the first of a long line. The list of firsts for 

women at Northwestern has only grown since. 

Many academic departments and the profes-

sional schools can search their records, course 

catalogs, and commencement programs to find 

the first woman undergraduate or graduate stu-

dent. At the Medical School, once women could 

enroll in 1927, four women were admitted at the 

same time because cadavers were assigned for  

dissection to teams of four and the school did  

not want men and women working together.  

In 1929, Georgiana Peeney became the first 

woman to be granted an industrial engineering 

degree (and only the second woman to graduate) 

from the School of Engineering.

ABOVE

1972–73 undergraduate 
housing brochure, with a 
carefully worded descrip-
tion of coed dormitories
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W
hen I arrived at Northwestern 

University in the fall of 1976, 

I dreamed of becoming a 

sports journalist, but I wasn’t 

sure if that was possible for 

a woman. I had never read a woman’s byline on a 

sports story, and the only woman I regularly saw 

talking about sports on television was Phyllis 

George—Miss America 1971 and one of the hosts of 

CBS’s The NFL Today. If you had to be Miss Amer-

ica to land on sports television, I knew I wasn’t 

going to be on it. Her career path was not going to 

be my career path.

But in my first days on campus, I walked 

into an open house at the Daily Northwestern and 

asked to be pointed toward the sports department. 

I was stunned by what I saw—the sports editor 

was a woman. Helene Elliott (1977), a senior, gave 

me my first assignment as a sportswriter: a story 

on intramural powder-puff football. I watched a 

few women’s flag football games on the blustery 

fields beside Lake Michigan and wrote a short  

article, just a few hundred words. It wasn’t very 

good. It never ran in the paper. I never asked why.

But now I saw a path. Women could write  

and edit sports. It was happening right there in 

the Daily newsroom. At 18, newly arrived in  

Evanston, I knew there could be a place in this 

profession for me. 

Over the next four and a half years, as I 

received undergraduate and master’s degrees 

from the Medill School of Journalism, I never took 

a sportswriting class, for one simple reason: there 

wasn’t one. That was fine with me. I didn’t need to 

learn about sports. As a six-sport high school ath-

lete and an avid sports fan, I knew all about sports. 

What I needed to learn about was journalism.

That happened in the classroom, and it hap-

pened at the Daily. I became a staff writer, cov-

ering not sports but politics, including the 1978 

North Shore congressional race. I made a brief 

foray into sportswriting by covering the Wildcat 

softball team one spring, but otherwise it was 

all news for me. My senior year, I was the paper’s 

managing editor.

But during my summers, I became a sports-

writer, first at my hometown’s Toledo Blade, then  

on Medill’s Teaching Newspaper quarter at the 

Lexington (Kentucky) Herald, then at the Miami 

Herald, where I later started my professional 

career. As an intern, I found that when I worked 

for the sports section, I felt I was home. I was get-

ting paid to do what people pay to do: go to sport-

ing events. And I fell in love with it.

By 1981, I had become the first full-time 

woman sportswriter at the Miami Herald. By 1985, 

the first woman to cover Washington’s NFL team 

as a staff writer for the Washington Post. By 1988, 

the first president of the Association for Women 

in Sports Media, starting a scholarship-internship 

program that has supported nearly 200 women 

students over the past three decades. Every year, 

hundreds of young women apply for those posi-

tions, and more than 1,000 women are now cover-

ing sports in the United States—for newspapers, 

websites, TV, and radio.

While I have been fortunate to cover every 

major sporting event from the Olympics to the 

Super Bowl, from Wimbledon to the World 

Series, my career of late has been devoted 

largely to chronicling sports as a driving force 

in our culture: Title IX; Donald Trump and Colin 

 Kaepernick; the US women’s soccer team; the use 

of performance-enhancing drugs; the horrors of 

sexual assault, domestic violence, and concus-

sions; and the like. 

I do this in my USA Today column. I do it on 

CNN, ABC, PBS, and NPR. I do this because, long 

ago, I chose a university that taught me to be a 

journalist who happens to cover sports. Little did 

I know it then, but this would ensure for me a pro-

fession of relevance and longevity. Northwestern 

launched me into the adventure of a lifetime, the 

career of my dreams. ●

AFTERWORD

Christine Brennan

Sports columnist and 

commentator; professor 

of practice, Medill School 

of Journalism, Media, 

Integrated Marketing 

Communications

 

FACING PAGE

Front page of the first 
Woman’s Edition of the 
student newspaper,  
April 9, 1896



49

CONTRIBUTORS

Christine Brennan (1980, 1981 MS) is an award-winning USA Today 

sports columnist and commentator for ABC, CNN, NPR, and PBS.  

She is an expert on the Olympics and women’s sports issues and has 

written seven books, including the father-daughter memoir Best Seat 

in the House (Scribner, 2006), and Inside Edge (Scribner, 1996), named 

one of the top 100 sports books of all time by Sports Illustrated. 

Joan Marie Johnson is director for faculty in the Office of the  

Provost at Northwestern University. She has taught American  

women’s history at Northeastern Illinois University and written 

extensively about the history of women and gender, social reform, 

education, and philanthropy. Her most recent book is Funding  

Feminism: Monied Women, Philanthropy, and the Women’s  

Movement, 1870–1967 (University of North Carolina Press, 2017). She received  

her bachelor’s degree from Duke University and her doctorate from UCLA.   

Janet Olson has been assistant university archivist at Northwestern 

University Libraries since 1998. She has curated numerous exhibits 

for the Libraries and  cowrote Deering Library: An Illustrated History  

(Northwestern University Press, 2008). She has a master’s degree  

in American history from Loyola University Chicago, with a research 

focus on 19th-century social reform. A certified archivist, she serves 

as the archivist for Evanston’s Frances Willard House Museum and WCTU Archives. 

Sarah M. Pritchard is the first woman dean of libraries at North-

western University as well as the Charles Deering McCormick Uni-

versity Librarian. Her prior positions include university librarian at 

the University of California, Santa Barbara; director of libraries at 

Smith College; associate executive director at the Association of 

Research Libraries; and several positions in reference and collection 

development at the Library of Congress, where she was its first subject specialist in  

women’s studies.

ABOUT THE LIBRARIES

Northwestern University Libraries serve the University’s research and teaching mis-

sion by providing access to more than 5 millions books; 31/2 linear miles of manuscripts, 

archives, and unique materials; and tens of thousands of journals, databases, and peri-

odicals. Within the Libraries, University Archives holds Northwestern’s official records 

and other materials pertaining to its history and alumni.

This publication represents the collaborative efforts of several University Libraries depart-

ments, including marketing and communication, repository and digital curation, and preser-

vation; dean of libraries Sarah Pritchard; and the University Archives. Special thanks are due 

to Kevin Leonard, university archivist, and to Charla Wilson, archivist for the black experi-

ence. Outside the Libraries, the Office of Global Marketing and Communications and the  

University’s 150 Years of Women committee made this publication possible. 

Special thanks also go to the Frances Willard House Museum and WCTU (Woman’s 

Christian Temperance Union) Archives in Evanston for the loan of items and for research 

assistance. Carolyn DeSwarte Gifford was generous with her notes and drafts from an unpub-

lished manuscript. Mary Desler’s research into the history of the student affairs division at 

Northwestern also informed this publication.

 Special recognition is owed to the Alumnae of Northwestern and the Women’s Edu-

cational Aid Association—both organizations that have been supporting women students 

for over 100 years; the Association of Northwestern University Women; the Organization of 

Women Faculty; the Women’s Center; and the many campus groups that support women  

faculty, staff, and students.

Above all, thanks are due to all the Northwestern women who have followed in Sarah 

Rebecca Roland’s footsteps.

Unless otherwise indicated, all images and documents used in this publication are 

drawn from the Northwestern University Archives. Images from student newspapers (Tripod, 

Northwestern, and Daily Northwestern) and the Syllabus yearbook are used courtesy of  

Students Publishing Company.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS AND SOURCES

Collections

Records  

Alexander Hesler Photographs

Evanston College for Ladies 

North-Western Female College

Northwestern University Board of  

     Trustees Minutes

Northwestern University Faculty Minutes

Woman’s College of Northwestern

Women’s Educational Aid Association

Papers

Charles H. Fowler

Erastus O. Haven

William P. Jones

Frances E. Willard

Other archival material

University Archives biographical files

University Archives buildings files

University Archives general files

University Archives photograph files

University Archives serial publications

Secondary sources

Desler, Mary, and Patricia Telles-Irvin. History 

of Student Affairs at Northwestern University, 

1855–2018. Self-published [Division of  

Student Affairs, 2019].

Eisenmann, Linda (ed.). Historical Dictionary  

of Women’s Education in the United States. 

Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1998.

Gifford, Carolyn DeSwarte. “FEW and ECL/NU.” 

Unpublished draft manuscript, undated.

Solomon, Barbara Miller. In the Company of 

Educated Women: A History of Women and 

Higher Education in America. New Haven:  

Yale University Press, 1985.

Wilde, Arthur H. Northwestern University,  

A History, 1855–1905. New York: University  

Publishing Society, 1905.

Williamson, Harold F., and Payson S. Wild.  

Northwestern University, A History, 1850–1975.  

Evanston: Northwestern University, 1975.

This exhibit is part of 
Northwestern University’s 
commemoration of the 
150th anniversary of the 
resolution to admit women.

 © 2019 Northwestern University. All rights reserved. Produced by Global Marketing and Communications. 10-19/1M/JS-GD/2833



D


