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This is the first of a three-part series cele-
brating 125 years of AAUW’s history.

When it comes to the first bits of history
about AAUW’s founding, the standard
starting point is at an 1881 meeting of
Marion Talbot and 16 other like-minded
female college graduates in Boston.
However—and to the joy of matriarchs
everywhere—the inspiration for the orga-
nization’s starting point can be traced to
another Talbot: Marion’s mother.

Emily and Ira Talbot did everything in
their power to ensure that both Marion
and her sister had every educational
opportunity available to them, whether 
it was taking Marion to Europe for 
15 months to perfect her French and
German or fighting for the creation of
the Girls Latin School when Emily was
told that her younger daughter could not
attend the Boston Latin School because
of her gender. This public battle put
Emily into the local spotlight.

Alice Hayes, a recent Vassar graduate,
didn’t know what to do with her new col-
lege degree. So, in October 1881, Hayes
appeared unannounced at the Talbot
home to see Emily and ask for her advice.
It was this visit that crystallized the elder
Talbot’s next project: helping Marion
bring together women college graduates
who were experiencing the same feelings
of social ostracism for their educational
achievements as her daughter and Hayes.

The rest, as they say, is history—in
this case, the history of the American
Association of University Women, an

organization, which, over the course of its
125-year existence, has indelibly changed
the way women would be educated and
treated forever.

Call to Order
Following Hayes’ visit, Marion Talbot con-
tacted her friend, Ellen Richards, and they
met at Talbot’s home on Nov. 28, 1881, to
organize “an association of women col-
lege graduates” who would work to
answer the very questions that this new
breed of college-educated alumnae were
asking all over the nation: Why was a col-
lege education important to women
beyond knowledge for the sake of knowl-
edge? How could they make more of their
degrees than just teaching, as they had
been segregated so far? And most impor-
tant, how could they help other young
women who wanted to attend college—
an undertaking that they came to treat as
not just a project, but as an obligation of
their educational privilege.

Word of their enterprise spread
around the nation, and within a year,
their Association of Collegiate Alumnae
(ACA) had more than 60 members. 

Nationally, the group made its first
mark in 1885 by challenging the writings
of esteemed Boston physician E.H.
Clarke, who wrote in his 1872 book, Sex
in Education, that “Identical education is
a crime before God and humanity that
physiology protests against and experi-
ence weeps over.” 

After compiling 750 responses, the
not-so-shocking results were in:
Education is not harmful to women’s
health or happiness. According to Annie
G. Howes, chairwoman of the project in
1885, “We can feel confident that higher

education for women is in harmony with
that vast law of survival of the fittest.”  

For women in metropolitan areas,
such as Boston, New York, and
Philadelphia, ACA meetings offered a
unique environment to evaluate social
trends and develop research and outreach
projects. For women in distant rural
areas, word of ACA’s existence was a con-
nection to a world they had only known
in their four years of college. A recent
graduate writing of her first year after
graduation said, “I feel like I had been
flung out into space, and the notices of
these [ACA] meetings were the only
threads that connected me with the
things I had known.” 

For these women, more regional asso-
ciations with similar meetings soon devel-
oped to serve specific geographic concerns
while mirroring the mission of ACA.

Regional Roots
The Western Association of Collegiate
Alumnae (WACA), started in 1883 in
Chicago, set up five committees dedi-
cated to studying occupational fields
available for women with college educa-
tions. They chronicled jobs ranging from
studying bee culture to newspaper
reporters. And while documenting career
opportunities would lead to greater
employment studies, WACA’s key accom-
plishment came in 1888. 

That year, it awarded Ida Street, a
Vassar graduate who was continuing her
education at the University of Michigan,
$350 towards the attainment of her
graduate degree. In doing so, these
women made history by setting up the
first-ever fellowship of its kind in the
United States—money raised by college

FoundingMothers

Clockwise from top left: Jane Field Bashford, 
first president of ACA; Alice Hayes, original ACA mem-
ber; Annie G. Howes, chairwoman of first national 
project; Ida Street, first fellowship recipient. 
Center photo: Marion Talbot
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women to fund the continuing studies
of other college women.

Meanwhile, women throughout the
southern areas of the country had formed
their own group, the Southern Asso-
ciation of College Women (SACW).
They, more so than any other regional
group, faced a mind-boggling challenge:
While there were more than 140 south-
ern educational institutions bearing the
name “college for women,” SACW noted
that no more than two of those schools
actually offered a full four years of college
curriculum to its female students. 

SACW members would spend the
next 18 years relentlessly working to cre-
ate an equitable curriculum, regardless of
gender, and destroy the “college for
women” stigma. To do this, they
authored hundreds of articles exposing
the educational disparities between the
genders and proposing solutions through
legislation. On a local level, they set out
to educate the community through
“College Day” events held in high schools

to inform parents of the edu-
cational options available to
their daughters and provided
scholarships to attend univer-
sities in the north. 

However, as all three
groups grew, it became clear
they had more in common
with each other than they had
differences. More important,
it was apparent that their
power could be multiplied if
they all belonged to one uni-
fied organization that allowed
them to also have “branches”
in their communities to con-
tinue to address their local
concerns. 

“Everyone has heard the
stories of these groups merg-
ing with the ACA,” says Scott
Gilbert, manager of the Alice
Ann Leidel Library and
Marion Talbot Archives at the
AAUW national office in
Washington, D.C. “But it seems like the
significance is frequently lost—in coming
together, these three groups created a
nationwide association of women, each
bringing a unique contribution to further
the mission of equity in education. The
impact of the contributions from the
three groups is something we still feel
today in our fellowship and grants pro-
gram, our research projects, and in our
advocacy efforts.”

In 1921, ACA, WACA, and SACW
merged to become the American
Association of University Women. The
name was selected to represent the join-
ing of the factions, and their mission was
a uniquely American one—promoting
the importance and need for education,
regardless of ability to pay or back-
ground, and that, most importantly, gen-
der should not be destiny when it comes
to education.

Power of Unity  
In local communities, AAUW branches
took on the system in ways many didn’t
think possible. Washington, D.C., mem-
bers carefully chronicled and exposed
occupational segregation. San Francisco

members rallied for greater access to
higher education and for women to sit on
faculties of colleges. Philadelphia mem-
bers helped start the first free library in
the city. And, Boston members produced
a report on health conditions in schools
to “enlighten the taxpayers as to the con-
ditions they were supporting.” 

In Minnesota, members worked on
consumer education projects that led to
the creation of the Minnesota Con-
sumers’ League. Detroit members raised
money to construct a gymnasium at the
University of Michigan that permitted
women to use the facility. While Chicago
members—many from the now assimi-
lated WACA who had created the first
fellowship—maintained the fellowship
program and worked to create the basis
for a program that thrives today. Western
New York members established a day care
program for working women.

AAUW had arrived—and the land-
scape of American education would never
be the same. 

Jean-Marie Navetta, a former AAUW
staffer, is a communications strategist and
writer in Washington, D.C. 

AAUW Online Museum
Open 24 hours a day, seven days a
week, 365 days a year, the AAUW
Online Museum is a virtual clearing-
house of AAUW’s rich history. You
will discover artifacts, memorabilia,
and stories on AAUW’s long legacy as
a powerful voice for women and girls.

The museum is a comprehensive
home for AAUW’s accomplishments
since 1881, from the minutes of the
first formal meeting in 1882 and a
thank-you note from Nobel Prize-
winning scientist Marie Curie to
establishment of the Eleanor
Roosevelt Fund and the release of
the landmark AAUW report How
Schools Shortchange Girls.

Museum “wings” lead you
through 125 years of history, 
advocacy & action, research &
publications, and scholarship &
support. You’ll also find photo gal-
leries of AAUW’s headquarters and
portraits of prominent women 
connected to AAUW. Visit
www.aauw.org/museum today.

Marion Talbot’s home in Boston and the site of the first meeting
of the Association of Collegiate Alumnae on Nov. 28, 1881,
which later became AAUW.


