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Q. I am Olivia Wikle. Today is Friday, May 29, 2015. I am interviewing Sharyn Talbert, 

whose birthdate is July 19, 1950. Is all of that information correct? 

A. Yes. 

Q. So to begin, could you describe the positions you’ve held or the roles you’ve played at 

Ohio State, in what units and over what time period? 

A. Employment at Ohio State began in 1985, February 18, when I took a job as a secretary 

in the Department of History. My situation is probably a little unusual, because at the 

beginning, the job itself was only a means to an end: I wanted to work at Ohio State 

primarily to pursue an English degree. Actually, I saw Ohio State as the mother lode – it 

would be my springboard to a great education and a great career, too. And all of that 

happened, but in a more modest way than I initially hoped. 

To give you a little background, when I applied to Ohio State for a Civil Service 

job in late 1984, I already had a nursing degree from UCLA, but had decided long before 

that I was not cut out for that career. I’d worked as a medical writer in southern 

California, and later held an editing position at Cal Poly in San Luis Obispo, so when I 

moved back to Columbus in the mid-eighties, I was determined to finish an English 

degree, which is what I should have pursued from the start. I already knew that I liked 

working in academia, and I knew that an Ohio State staff job would provide free 

education, free at least monetarily. And of course access to classes, being right on 

campus.   
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  Let me say emphatically that I never wanted a career as a secretary, have never 

liked that role, but I chose a rather low-level job at Ohio State as a way to pay the bills 

while I was going to school. I was a divorced woman with two adolescent girls at the 

time I was hired at Ohio State, so you have to think about all these obligations, all these 

logistics. But it would prove to be a career blunder of major proportions. I see that clearly 

now in hindsight, but at the time, I thought secretarial work would be easy, making it 

possible to focus on my academic training. It never occurred to me that I would stay in 

that role for a full seven and a half years. Yet that’s what happened. 

Soon after joining the department, I met my husband, who was a graduate student 

in modern European history, and our child was born in late 1987. And of course my 

English degrees were paramount. So I kept chugging away, working with five male 

Graduate Studies Chairs during that time period. My job title was Graduate Studies 

Secretary, and I oversaw all the administrative work pertaining to the graduate students in 

the History Department. On a day-to-day basis, there was heavy contact with both 

students and faculty members. I liked all of them, well, almost all of them! During the 

last year of my History Department job, grad students and faculty nominated me for The 

Council of Graduate Students Outstanding Service Award, which I won, along with some 

other university staff members. That was nice. 

The History Department job ended in 1992, when I was 42 years old. I had 

enjoyed History – the discipline itself, the people in the department, and of course, my 

husband’s connection to it was a big component. It was great to go to work and see my 

spouse there, have lunch with him. I’d hoped to get a promotion in the department, but 

the College of Humanities was, as usual, operating under tight finances, and so, despite 
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my success in that job and consistently excellent performance evaluations, an internal 

promotion wasn’t going to happen. To progress in the university, I knew I’d have to 

move to another department. So in July of 1992, I took a job as Administrative Assistant 

in the College of Social Work. By that time, I’d completed a B.A. and M.A. in English.   

I was immediately full of regret. My supervisor was supportive, and nominated 

me for the “Outstanding Staff Award,” and I appreciated that vote of confidence. The 

faculty were kind and the staff members were friendly, but the nature of the discipline 

itself did not appeal to me at all. I couldn’t identify with the methods or goals of Social 

Work, and I wished myself back in the College of Humanities. Unfortunately, when I 

took the Social Work job in ‘92, the University was in the midst of a “reduction in force” 

initiative, so for a long time, even a lateral move wasn’t possible. So I stayed the course. 

To a point, my academics distracted me from my discontent with my job. I 

finished my Ph.D. in English in 1996, completing a dissertation called “The Voices in the 

Margin,” which looks at Civil Service employees at Ohio State University who happen to 

have advanced degrees. Just like me. Yes, a narcissistic dissertation, I guess you would 

say, in which I was both a participant and an observer. My field is folklore, and I was 

able to interview a number of interesting and accomplished women who worked low-

level positions but had achieved a high level of academic training. It was an eye-opening 

and affirming experience, and it reinforced the idea that identity comes in part from one’s 

status in the workplace.   

After completing my doctorate, I got an upgrade in the College of Social Work to 

Program Coordinator, which in my case included editing and writing the College’s 

newsmagazine, “Intervention,” as well as writing the Dean’s speeches. Sort of creative 
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hack writing, I guess. But my main function was still to manage the doctoral program in 

the College of Social Work. I was glad for the raise, glad for the promotion. And I began 

teaching in the English Department in the mid-1990s, too, which I liked, and which 

added a little heft to my income. But some of the secretarial duties that I’d taken on way 

back in the History Department continued in the College of Social Work, despite the 

promotion. 

I stayed the course until August of 2001, at which point I quit the University 

outright. I wasn’t thinking straight: I’d lost my husband to cancer the previous year, and 

was by then raising our 13-year old son on my own. It was a rash and impulsive move. I 

certainly wasn’t thinking about retirement, which would happen in a mere ten years. All I 

knew was that I was deeply dissatisfied with my job duties, and I was especially tired of 

the dynamics with my supervisor in the College. I wanted more autonomy, and wanted to 

be utterly rid of secretarial duties. Tending to a boss’s schedule and anticipating her 

needs and expectations, accommodating myself again and again to all of that – I mean, I 

had done it for a number of years in the History Department just to get through my 

bachelor’s and master’s degrees, and I had continued to do it in Social Work. By 2002, it 

had become downright painful.   

Anyway, here we are in 2001. By then I’d been with the University for 16 years, 

and I’d had a PhD for six of those years. But I felt unrewarded. The stigma of being part 

of the “support staff” continued to dog me, despite my education. It had become too clear 

to me that if you begin your career as a pink-collar staff member, it’s very tough to 

escape it. The die is cast, in a very real way. At least that was the way it was for me. And 

so, feeling under-employed and hamstrung, I left the university, intending to make ends 
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meet by teaching English composition and folklore courses on an ad hoc, sort of adjunct 

or lecturer basis. And that’s what I did for a few months. Thank goodness I didn’t suffer a 

major illness at the time – no insurance for several months, no benefits. It’s scary to look 

back. 

Out of the blue, in December of 2001, I got an e-mail from a friend announcing a 

position in the Department of English. It was an advisor job, for undergraduate English 

majors. So I applied for it and got the job, and found myself back at Ohio State as a staff 

member after a hiatus of about six months. And I held that job, in my own Department, 

for almost 10 years. I continued to teach during that time, too. So I was glad to be 

working in my academic field, glad to be working with students, and glad to be able to 

operate fairly independently. I believe I was a productive and valued employee – I was 

nominated by the Chair for a University Advising Award in 2010, and was proud of that 

vote of confidence.   

I retired from the University in 2011, January of 2011. 

Q. Okay. Before we move on, would you like to talk about your family background and 

experiences that shaped you prior to coming to Ohio State? 

A. Yes, my family was dysfunctional. Of course everybody has a dysfunctional family.  

Mine was extremely so. My dad was an immigrant from Denmark and spent his life 

trying to make it economically here in the states. But every now and then he would take 

me to football games at Ohio State. So I had an early, certainly preteen, impression of 

Ohio State as this monstrous and kind of mysterious place. It was interesting to me.  

When I was 18, I literally ran away from home because of the dysfunction, and ended up 

staying with a friend of mine in Morrill Tower. I met an OSU football player, a fullback, 



6 
 

on the championship team, who was from New Jersey and very interesting to me, very 

Italian. So I just kind of went into the abyss with this football player. That was my 1968 

immersion into Ohio State University. The football player lived in Morrill Tower, too.  

So I moved in with him, on the sly. I used to sneak up the boy’s stairwell when nobody 

was looking to get into his dorm. This went on for several months. All the while, I was 

rudderless, with no official connection to Ohio State as either staff member or student, 

yet I was writing the football player’s English papers because he was a horrible student. 

But I had no prospects or direction at all at that point.   

Q. So you weren’t a student yourself? 

A. I was not a student myself. No, I had graduated from high school and had done extremely 

well but had no guidance or communication with anybody who should have been doing 

that with me, parents included. So I left home. The hippy era was in full swing and so just 

breaking out and doing my own thing made sense to me.   

Q. And then you said you worked on a nursing degree? 

A. The football player and I moved to New Jersey. A couple of children later, when I was in 

my early 20s, I began a nursing degree at Fairleigh-Dickinson University in Rutherford, 

New Jersey. In the mid-70’s, I left my husband and took the two little girls to California, 

and a few years later I finished my degree at UCLA. I realized during my practical 

training that my temperament was wrong for nursing, yet I completed the BSN. But I was 

never certified as a nurse, so instead I did medical writing and medical editing at 

Centinela Medical Center in Los Angeles. I didn’t care for L.A. so we moved up the 

coast of California in 1981, and I was lucky enough to get a job at Cal Poly State 

University. I worked as an editor there. None of this information made it onto my resume 
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when I came back to Ohio in the mid-1980s, though, because I just wanted a low-level 

job that would have decent benefits, a job that would let me do English.   

Q. When did you first have an inkling about English? 

A. I had always been a strong reader and a solid writer. When I was in nursing school, I 

realized that nursing wasn’t for me when I compared my reaction to dissecting human 

beings to the reactions of other nursing students. I knew that I was not responding the 

way they were. I was much more subjective. I wanted to know about the person we were 

looking at. I didn’t see a cadaver, I saw a person with a story. But the other nursing 

students could easily compartmentalize and just scrutinize the person’s cell structure or 

viscera or whatever. I wanted to know what had happened to him or her, what she had 

thought, how he had suffered. But by then I was well into my nursing program, and so I 

finished it. 

Something drew me back to Columbus in the mid-1980’s. My mother was here, 

and I was tired of the self-imposed exile. So the girls and I moved into our house in 

Worthington. Before I got my job at Ohio State in ’85, I worked for a year as a project 

planner for a nursing home company, a job that paid very well. But the job required me to 

travel, and I had to leave the girls pretty regularly, going to New Mexico and Colorado to 

scout out properties for potential nursing home facilities that the company might want to 

develop. I prepared certificates of need for the Health Department and so on. So although 

that job paid well, it was not worth it to me to leave the kids for a few days at a time, 

without supervision, a couple of times a month. And again, I wanted formal study of 

English. So that’s why I opted for a job at Ohio State.   
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Q. Did you know when you started the Bachelor’s degree in English that you wanted to go 

on for the Ph.D.? 

A. No, I didn’t envision that at the beginning. I don’t really think of myself as an 

intellectual. I think of myself as an artist more than an intellectual. But I did want to 

immerse myself among intellectual people. That’s what attracted me to Ohio State. And 

as I’ve said, I loved the History Department. It was the most stimulating unit to work in. I 

loved everybody there. Fell in love with a graduate student, which was the most powerful 

experience I had at Ohio State.  

Q. Would you like to talk about ways in which you generally identify yourself? And that can 

be in terms of how you see yourself and how others see you. 

A. Obviously, we live in an ageist and sexist society, so I see myself as an older white 

woman. In terms of class, I have a hard time untangling that word with the notion of 

“accomplishment.” I’m rich, but not in the common sense of the word. Being an enriched 

human being means that you have accomplished certain difficult things and made 

contributions in certain ways. So I think I’m in a good place, class-wise. I’m cultivated, 

curious, and satisfied with what I’ve done and what I continue to do, if that makes any 

sense. I’m sure you want to know where I think I fit socially and economically. I still live 

in Worthington in the same modest house I’ve lived in for 31 years. My house is paid off 

and my car is paid off. My standard of living is high. I have original art on the walls and a 

beautifully landscaped yard. I attend the Symphony. I feel privileged and fortunate in lots 

of ways. 

Q. Would you like to talk about how being female has shaped your life? 
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A. How being a female has shaped my life, yes. The emphasis at home was always on looks 

and beauty. My mother was extremely good-looking in terms of western perceptions, the 

western cultural perceptions of beauty. And so that was her focus, whenever she chose to 

speak to my sister or me, it was, “Don’t tweeze your eyebrows or don’t mess with the 

color of your hair or this is your best color.” It was always superficial and always related 

to looks and how our appearance mattered. And I think we were really short-changed in 

that way. It’s a terrible way to be brought up. So that was a big thing. Also, my mother 

and father were of the generation and class of people who didn’t see women as scholars 

or as bread winners. So we were not encouraged that way. Ironically, my mother, who 

came from a wealthy family, was not and is not a person who should have had children 

herself. She is not a motherly person. So we sort of grew up like weeds. I can’t say for 

sure, but I suspect that, if we had been boys instead of girls, we would have been 

encouraged in more productive ways, and that the expectations would have been a little 

different. I think the emphasis would not have been on looks. So that’s a big one. I’m 

sure there are a million other things I could tell you. 

Q. You said that your parents weren’t really encouraging women to be scholars.   

A. Well, they weren’t encouraging us to be scholars. Nor were we ever encouraged to see 

ourselves in a career role of any sort. In public my parents would very subtly patronize 

female service people – cashiers and waitresses and so on, using little terms of 

endearment that they would have never used for a man. Well, they wouldn’t have done it 

to Queen Elizabeth, either. But women were “girls,” not to be taken too seriously. 

Women are only for ornamentation.   
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Q. Was there sort of a point in your life where you realized that women could be viewed in a 

different way? Or was it sort of a more gradual way? 

A. Gradual and yet I do remember a couple of important things. When I was 22, I got my 

first Ms. Magazine and it was like a thunderbolt. I understood instantly that we women 

are oppressed, that we live in a sexist society. The rigor and the beauty of the writing 

turned me on to other feminist works, such as Sisterhood is Powerful edited by Robin 

Morgan, and Our Bodies, Ourselves by the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective. In 

the early 1970s, I joined a consciousness-raising group and went to hear Gloria Steinem 

speak at William Paterson College in New Jersey. My outlook and my sense of self were 

permanently transformed.   

Oddly, I was just starting my nursing program at the time, and even though I was 

thinking of myself by then as a feminist, it didn’t occur to me that perhaps I should be 

shooting for medical school instead of nursing. I think we had one male in our whole 

very large class at UCLA.   

By the time I came to Ohio State in 1985, gender roles were still lopsided. But the 

dynamics surrounding gender had started to change, or at least I saw it like that. When I 

came to the History department, I observed with a fair amount of awe the relatively few 

female graduate students and the few female faculty members. Now, they would probably 

tell you, “Oh no, there was no equity. It took us and still takes us much longer to become 

full professors.” But from my standpoint, as a marginal kind of support staff person, I 

was really impressed with their self-possession and what seemed to be their complete 

lack of concern about other people’s impressions of them: The life of the mind was what 
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counted to them, and that seemed incredibly powerful. They were self-aware instead of 

self-conscious. That was wonderful to watch. I tried to emulate them. 

Q. Were there many female faculty members at that point in the History Department? 

A. There were a good handful. I would say there might have been about 10, including an 

Emerita faculty member. Obviously, the white males really predominated at that point. 

But as my tenure in the History Department came to a close in the early ’90s, we started 

to hire more women and more people of color. I know that. So maybe there was sort of a 

watershed period there.  

Q. Would you like to talk anymore about how being a female shaped your experience at 

Ohio State? 

A. Those are the big things but if I think of something else, I’ll send you an e-mail. Would 

that be okay? 

Q. Yes, that’s fine. Would you like to discuss any mentors you had throughout your 

education? 

A. My doctoral advisor, Pat Mullen, was a good mentor. I am not the type of person to 

actively seek mentors. I kind of watch and then do things myself, which probably isn’t 

the best way to proceed in life. I can’t really say that I had a female mentor or that I 

sought one out. I’m not blaming anyone for that, other than my own temperament.   

Q. That’s just how your life works out. 

A. Yes.   

Q. Would you like to talk about other women at the University that you observed in your 

role as a student or your role as a professional, and their identities regarding race, class 

and the climate for them? 
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A. As I say, the Humanities scholars were impressive across the board. I can’t really talk 

about the Social Work College, because I just don’t identify with their methodology, 

which isn’t their methodology, anyway. They borrow everything from sociology. And I 

really still don’t understand what it is they do. I will say that they are, of course, very 

progressive politically and feminists, all of them. But it’s the rigor of the scholarship that 

attracted me to the atmosphere in the Department of History and later, the English 

Department.   

  I think you could maybe sense the Old Boy Network in the History Department 

crumbling little by little during the period of time I was there, with the hiring of several 

female faculty members, and with Leila Rupp receiving an Excellence Award very soon 

after I started there. She’s a historian of women, now at UC Santa Barbara. But she was 

just my age and I remember thinking at the time, “Oh, my gosh, she got her Ph.D. from 

Bryn Mawr at age 26.” She was so advanced in her scholarship at a very young age. I 

thought that was pretty amazing, to know oneself so well. Leila had been able to avoid 

the obsession with looks and the expectations to be a mother. The biology and the 

physical appearance thing. Those continued to be big hang-ups for me.   

By the time I got to English in 2002, we had a male chair but Valerie Lee soon 

became chair. Jim (James) Phelan left in 2004, as I remember. And then Valerie came on 

board and she was an excellent mentor. She was just very sensitive to women, period. So 

I saw a couple of good promotions while I was working in the English Department as a 

result of Valerie’s consideration.   

Q. I’ve heard nothing but good things about her.   

A. Oh, yeah.  
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Q. Were there things that brought to your attention equity issues or issues of diversity on 

campus during your tenure? 

A. For a good 10 years of my 27 years at Ohio State, I was a lower level, civil-service staff 

member. Not even an A&P staff member. I thought, what’s the purpose of griping about 

this equity thing? I was in what I considered to be a marginal position. I was not 

supposed to create or share knowledge, I was not part of the transmission of ideas. I was 

just part of the scaffolding,    

Q. Do you know if that’s changed at all? 

A. You know, there are groups such as the Staff Advisory Council and so on. And I myself 

was nominated for an Outstanding Staff Award. There’s the annual Staff Arts and Crafts 

show, which I guess is supposed to highlight the talents of staff members. But I have to 

laugh: I overheard a faculty member in the School of the Arts comment about the title of 

that initiative, saying rather dismissively, behind the hand, “I don’t do crafts!”   

Anyway, the university does offer awards and support to cultivate the loyalty of 

staff members, to recognize their talents, and to provide a platform for them to discuss 

inequities. I didn’t join any of those equity groups myself. I kind of conducted my own 

scholarship on my own, and to the extent that it was possible, my own climbing of the 

ladder within the University hierarchy, to demonstrate that I could do it. But I’m kind of a 

unilateral person. I like to work independently, autonomously. Sometimes, I also think 

that the university awards, I’m probably very cynical here, but I think that the people who 

nominate you want you to be loyal to them, and so they do these things for you. I think 

that’s true in the private sector also. That may be a little far afield of what you are asking. 

Q. I think that’s important. It’s a complex situation, I think. 
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A. It is.   

Q. So there’s a question on here about collective efforts for change that you were involved 

in, or personal efforts for change. Would you like to talk any about that? 

A. Collective efforts for change. I don’t know. I’m sure I’ve written memos and letters to 

committees who had it in their power to decide how staff members would be paid or 

evaluated or whatever. But those endeavors seemed so artificial and boring, I haven’t 

made a mental note of them. My personal efforts are kind of entwined with academia. 

And I would say that my dissertation is probably the most telling example of that. That’s 

my contribution to staff members. Do you want to hear about it? 

Q. Yeah. 

A. I’m a folklorist. My dissertation is an ethnography about civil service employees with 

advanced degrees, women similar to myself. All of them were civil-service employees. 

Their degrees were mostly in the Humanities and Social Sciences, so they were and are 

extremely articulate. The dissertation looked at identity formation within the strictures of 

the civil service classification here at Ohio State.     

Q. So this was your dissertation? 

A. That was my dissertation, which I completed in 1996.   

Q. Did you encounter allies when you were doing that? 

A. I encountered bonding, definitely bonding. Allies among the faculty, you mean? My 

committee, of course, was very supportive but that’s a tiny little number. I don’t know. A 

guy from Astronomy, an astronomer who was involved in cosmology and the birth of the 

universe, was my outside reader, and I thought that was kind of interesting because I did 
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such a micro study. But the astronomer seemed to think that my work was very 

interesting.   

To answer your question, when you’re a civil-service employee, you’re not really 

encouraged to express yourself. That’s not your job. You’re supposed to just keep things 

moving seamlessly. Your thought processes are not valued too much. But while I was 

working under those assumptions, I was all the while achieving very specialized training, 

becoming an expert in understanding and analyzing ideas and folkways that even my 

advisor in English was not an expert in. So while I still had one foot in this mundane, 

proscribed, lackluster civil-service world, I had the other foot in a complex, rarefied, very 

creative academic world. I was living two different lives.   

Q. I might have already asked a question like this: Has it changed – the way that you were 

talking about staff not being able to express themselves?  

A. I mentioned the Staff Advisory Committee and I think staff members talk among 

themselves very openly in such venues, but I don’t really know much about it. I think I 

sat in one or two of those, but I was always kind of subversive and do what I want on my 

own, by myself. I don’t like Robert’s Rules of Order, so don’t make me the president of 

anything, because I like to work on my own timetable and according to my own protocol. 

Does that answer your question? 

Q. Yes. I think that is a really interesting study, especially the folklore and ethnography part 

of it.  

A. Oh, yeah, the verbal art was quite amazing.  And the chapters just fell into place because 

I designed it to accommodate open interviews, just unstructured discussions. I purposely 

avoided asking leading questions. So in my dissertation, the themes just surfaced. All of 
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the women wanted to talk about the same topics, which I then structured into chapters. 

For instance, without any guidance on my part, the respondents all talked about money. 

They all talked about respect. They all talked about what they were going to do 

afterwards, meaning, when they got a professional position at Ohio State. Horror stories 

was another big topic!   

Q. Do you remain friends with any of them? 

A. I do see one. I’ve lost touch with most of the other ones. I will just tell you about one 

interesting woman. She started working at Ohio State University when she was 18 years 

old, right after high school. By the time she was 48, she had completed a Ph.D. in 

Psychology. At that point, she retired with 30 years in the system and a nice pension.  

With that kind of cushion underneath her, she was able to open her own psychology 

practice. Bold and unique and focused. She did it on her own. Another one of my 

respondents, Nikki Bado, is a folklorist, too, teaching somewhere in Texas, I believe. I 

can’t tell you what institution. So she has sort of made it. One thing I will mention, which 

is a commonplace in academe but maybe not so well understood to outsiders, is that you 

usually have to expect to teach at a slightly less illustrious institution than the one which 

conferred your doctorate.     

Q. But if you have a passion for teaching… 

A. It’s fine. It’s good.   

Q. Great. 

A. And I love my students, also.  

Q. Would you like to talk about that? 
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A. I would just say that I never felt so much alive as when I was teaching. I taught for 

probably 15 years, a lot of different courses, all in English. And I was heartened because 

I think that the young men in the class did not monopolize the conversations quite as 

much as I had been used to in my own courses back in the day. So maybe something is 

happening now. Gradually, there is a sense of equity, like having a baby girl is just as 

wonderful as having a boy nowadays! I don’t know whether my sample is too small to 

make any kind of wide or sweeping statement, but I liked all of my students. And most of 

them were very serious about learning, too. I had a lot of heady, animated, but really civil 

arguments with my students. 

Q. Were the classes pretty evenly split, male and female? 

A. I think so. Usually.   

Q. And this you said was starting in 2002, right, when you started teaching? 

A. No, I started teaching in 1996. I was a staff member in the Department of English from 

2002 until 2011. I was the honors advisor in the English Department. I did many other 

things. I developed curriculum and managed a bunch of other things. But I started 

teaching one class a quarter (we were still on the quarter system until recently), when I 

was still in the College of Social Work. I began teaching the quarter after I finished my 

doctorate.    

Q. Were you teaching mainly undergraduates? 

A. Undergraduates, although I did teach a doctoral-level course, oddly enough, in the 

College of Social Work, in qualitative research. Mostly, though, I taught undergraduates. 

The courses I taught were 19th Century American Literature, Introduction to Folklore, 
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and a truckload of composition classes, both the rhetoric- and the literature-based 

composition courses.   

Q. I can’t remember, you might have said this at the beginning, but when you moved from 

the Department of History to the College of Social Work, what was the reason? 

A. The reason was that the Department of History, part of the Humanities College, was 

always strapped. So after seven years in the department, I needed a promotion. I was 

married to a graduate student (he was still a History Department graduate student, seven 

years later, which is another story), and we were, of course, dirt poor. Another child 

added to the economic burden. My third child, his first child. Anyway, I asked the Chair, 

but he told me that the History Department could not afford to give me another raise. So I 

had to look elsewhere. Social Work had an opening, it was a promotion, and I took it. It 

turned into nine years of deep dissatisfaction, let’s just put it that way. I got my raise but 

at a cost. I did not enjoy my experience there.     

Q. When you left the University, do you have any thoughts about what remained undone 

relative to the progress of women and other diverse groups? 

A. What was left undone stemmed in large measure from my childhood and my 

indoctrination, from ways of seeing myself, from not knowing how to connect with the 

outside world in beneficial ways. So I missed out being on a career trajectory I should 

have been on. And once you miss it, once you’re not a part of that conga line, you’re 

going to end up suffering economically, for sure. For me, that reality has never abated, no 

matter how hard and fast I worked to catch up. I could never really compensate for early 

gaps caused by motherhood and an inappropriate academic major, the stops and starts and 

restarts. You always pay for that, for the mistakes, for the time off. I do blame myself for 
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a lot of this. And on top of it, I was never very good at asserting myself when pay raises 

came around, although I did usually get some sort of increase. I think I should have been 

much more assertive, much more self-promoting. I don’t like doing it, don’t like the 

whole workplace chest-beating requirement. To what extent that dislike comes from a 

sexist upbringing is hard to say.   

Q. It’s hard to know unless you have somebody telling you what you can do in that situation, 

for the pay raises. 

A. Oh, yeah, there are no models that I know of and nobody wants to talk about that. And so, 

other than the groups I’ve already mentioned, the Staff Advisory Council and so on, 

maybe there are, maybe Career Services or something like that would be able to help you. 

But I think it boils down to the chair of the department you’re working in and whatever 

you can manage personally. I was not very good at that. So I think I was kind of 

overlooked. I think I contributed an enormous amount to the University, but I think I 

wasn’t compensated very well. But then again, it’s a public institution. I don’t think 

anybody is rolling in dough in the University. But on the other hand, I think men 

generally just have a better idea of how to go about asserting their own interests and 

expressing how they’re going to be “value added” or whatever they call it.   

Q. Do you have an idea of, putting aside diversity and equity issues, how the University has 

changed or did change during your time here? 

A. Yes, Ohio State is the same in some ways, but it’s changing all the time, too. Just the 

admissions criteria are more rigorous than when I took my job in the History Department 

in 1986. The University is becoming more and more selective, which is better for 

everybody involved. Your credential will mean more because of that. Sadly, I witnessed 
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grade inflation during my years of teaching. And I think that continues. And then there’s 

the idea that the student is a “consumer,” that the university should work as a business 

model instead of a place where knowledge is created and transmitted. Tenured faculty 

still have autonomy, still have incredible job security. But sometimes they should be 

faulted for not being accountable to the public and to their students. Students, even very 

gifted ones, can fall through the cracks, and that shouldn’t happen. Oh, and of course, we 

are in my opinion still too focused on sports at Ohio State. A final thought is that adjuncts 

and lecturers teach too many of the courses now, without benefits, and that’s a huge 

equity issue.    

Q. I’ve heard a lot of people say that about the requirements to get into the University. I do 

think that’s a good thing. 

A. I definitely do. 

Q. Is there something that you’re most proud of from your time here? 

A. Well, I’m proud of my interactions with students in the three departments, History, Social 

Work, and English. I think I did a very good job and helped them in ways that weren’t 

even required. So I’m proud of that. I think I made a difference to people’s lives. You 

can’t really trace it or track it. But I think I have made a difference. I think my 

dissertation was important, and I think I was a good teacher. I think the quality of my 

writing contributed to all the departments that I worked in.   

Q. Those are all good things. 

A. I think so. So you’re paid, here’s your paycheck and here are your benefits, but then you 

have this intrinsic sense of your value to others and to your home department and so on. 

So yes, I’m happy with the work I provided.     
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Q. It’s good to have that feeling of purpose, I think. Having a reason for doing what you’re 

doing.   

A. Yes.  

Q. Do you have any other powerful experiences you would like to talk about? 

A. The most powerful was meeting my husband in the Department of History. And I can’t 

talk about that. So I’ve written a memoir. Scholar Mine: An Ohio State Love Story.     

Q. Okay. Is there anything that we haven’t covered that you would like to talk about? 

A. About the one or two women for the project or who you might want to interview, has 

Valerie Lee been interviewed already? 

Q. She will be next week, actually. 

A. Okay. And you’ve interviewed Susan Hartmann, too. 

Q. She has been interviewed.   

A. Leila Rupp, who is at UCSB would be a good person to talk to. You’d have to do a phone 

interview with her. So that’s about it.   

Q. Great, thank you. And if you think of anymore, you can e-mail me or Deb. 

A. Okay, I will. And I met Deb in the Department of History, too. She was one of these 

fabulous self-aware people that I mentioned before.   

Q. How did you meet her? 

A. She was one of my graduate students in the Department of History.   

Q. Were you involved with the Women’s Grassroots Network? 

A. No, my life was full-time work, two girls and then a little boy. Always school. So I was 

always taking two classes a quarter, and then when I finally finished my Ph.D. in the 
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mid-’90s, I was teaching and working full-time. My extra-curriculars were fairly limited 

at that point. Not now. I’m very busy with other things. I’m still writing, too.   

Q. That’s good. Well, thank you so much for talking with me today. I enjoyed it.  


