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CHESS CLUB IS NOT COOL:
AN ESSAY ON THE CHOICES WOMEN MAKE

THAT PRECLUDE THEM FROM HIGHER
PROFESSIONAL LEVELS

LISA A. TORRACO*

Generations of men and women have fought for legal and social reform and
have worked to clear the path for women to advance in traditionally male-
dominated fields. Yet, women have not yet reached the professional heights
previously anticipated. Progress to the top has been slow. Women are still a
minority of CEOs of major corporations, Fortune 500 companies, and in
government leadership. The presence of women is lacking in highly influential,
traditionally male-dominated positions. As an example, I am a faculty member at
one of the few law schools in this country with a female dean: our school is in the
minority.

In this essay I argue that choice is an important aspect of the debate
examining disparity between men and women's professional achievement. This
essay has a narrow focus: that of women who have consciously chosen to place
other values, such as family, before their own professional success. Within this
context, I also look at how choice affects the traditional notion of success and how
individual choice and responsibility serve as a factor in women not achieving the
highest positions in their respective fields.

Many different factors contribute to the disparity in numbers between men
and women at the highest professional levels. Factors such as our educational
system, cultural influences, socialization, discrimination, socio-economic status and
sexual harassment are very real and important. These factors should not be
ignored. However, this paper will only look at the "choice" factor.

At very early ages girls are making decisions to opt out of traditionally male-
dominated fields. I was talking with one of my students, Suzanne Bruckner; her
undergraduate degree is in mathematics. When I asked if she noticed a difference
between her son and daughter's mathematical abilities, she replied that she did not.
However, the difference she does notice is her daughter's lack of willingness to
excel in this area. Her daughter, a sixth grader, dropped out of the chess club this
year. There were only a few girls in chess club and the social pressure for the girls
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to be in other activities rather than chess club was too great. Girls do not want to
be labeled as "nerds." Chess club is not "cool" and the boys are too brainy for a
middle school girl's taste. Perhaps if there were more girls in chess club, then she
might have stayed. According to Suzanne, she is not less able; she just chooses to
do other things.

Women are choosing to do other things. The evolution of feminist activism
gave women the honorable option of going back home. Some women simply do
not want the burden of a demanding professional life. In spite of the fact that
women are capable, talented, innovative and as intelligent as their male
counterparts, many women set their eyes on other goals. I am noticing more and
more bright and gifted women choosing to opt out of high-intense professional
careers.

I see that young women are making choices for quality of life, rather than for
high-pressured careers. These choices tend to preclude them from the highest
professional success. My best friend Jennifer is extremely bright and talented. She
chose to postpone college in order to have children. Now, at age 36, she has no
desire to return to the workforce. Raising children has been very satisfying and
deeply rewarding. When questioned about returning to school, she admits she is
reluctant. The thought of going to class with nineteen-year-olds and doing
homework alongside her fourteen-year-old is not appealing. She is not alone.
Many women, who have postponed college or withdrawn from the workforce in
order to raise children, are reluctant to return. Should women in Jennifer's position
choose to return to school and enter a profession most likely, they will never
achieve the same heights as their counterparts who began a career in their twenties.

Moreover, some women simply define success in different ways than most
men. A broader definition of success gives women viable alternatives for their
lifestyle. For example, I have a good friend who is a great example of a woman
who has redefined her success. (She prefers not to be named.) She graduated in
the top of her law school class. Extremely bright and beautiful, she was predicted
to be a "star." Over lunch one day she shared with me how those words will
occasionally cross her mind. She did not choose the career path of a "star." She is
very successful, as she and her husband are partners in their two-person law firm.
However, she does not feel like the legal "star" she was supposedly destined to
become.

My friend is happy and satisfied with her life as a whole. She works flexible
hours, ranging between part-time to full-time. She has time to spend with her
family. She knows she is a good mom because of her job, not in spite of it. She
does not define success as a pinnacle point in her career, but rather in a more
Ralph-Waldo-Emerson-sort-of way. She values her success as a mother and as a
member of a happy and functional family. Some might say that she figured out
how to 'have it all.' She created her own, very non-traditional work environment
and in the process has created her own idea of success.
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That being said, traditional workplaces still dominate the workforce. Not
every woman can create her own business. Therefore, it seems that more women
seek non-traditional work environments, but in doing so they may shut out their
opportunities for advancement. As alternatives creep into the mainstream, women
who seek them are often labeled and precluded from advancement. Women who
work at home are undervalued by the larger society. When interviewing for jobs
female applicants that express an interest in part- or flex-time are immediately
viewed as less serious workers and many times are rejected from consideration. An
employee on an alternative work schedule may never crash the glass ceiling. The
difference is that more men do not consider making professional sacrifices in order
to meet outside demands. A woman working part- or flex-time will never become
the company president or CEO, even if she is the best and brightest.

Women may be more willing to make the choice to opt out of the mainstream
professionalism because they tend to define themselves and their success in
different ways than most men. A woman caring for her aging mom may believe
she is doing the most important job she could have ever imagined. However, more
men find their self-worth and identity in their work. This may be a driving force
for many successful men. "I am a doctor." "I am a scientist." "I am Chief
Cardiologist at the University Hospital." Identity and self-worth are closely woven
into their careers. "I am staying home to care for my mother" just does not cut it
for most men.

My personal observation is that women, especially mothers, define their
identity in many different ways. For working women who have chosen not to
"have it all," their identity is not as closely tied to their professional position. They
do not restrict their identity to their profession. Being an assistant in their child's
classroom can be very rewarding, as is participating in the school car-pool, or being
the "team morn" for their child's sport. The women's movement has given us the
freedom to expand our roles, and define ourselves in a myriad of ways. Women do
not have to be career driven to be successful. Success is more closely defined with
happiness.

A woman's struggle to find ways to balance family and career is an old
theme. In this respect not much has changed. Women tend to shoulder a greater
responsibility of the child care and educational participation than that of their male
partners. The burden of finding child care suitable for their children is a
tremendous weight for most working moms. Not only is child care expensive, but
guilt and worry can be consuming for many working mothers. Work suffers when
there is an important soccer game or work is missed for a sick child or a field trip.
The demands on a working mom can be overwhelming. Balance between work
and family is a nice concept, but in reality either work or family suffers for fast-
track career women. The distractions of motherhood could very well be keeping
them from completely reaching their full professional potential.

Another dynamic of success for women is that they are no longer buying into
the concept that quality parenting is better than quantity parenting. Women are
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making career decisions that ;allow for more time with their families. One
illustration of this is the widespread move toward home schooling. Some women
are willing to forego the work place in order to educate their children. Women who
homeschool must have tremendous energy, efficiency, organizational and research
skills, especially if they homeschool more than one child. The skills of a home-
schooling mom are transferable to those skills required to run a small business.
One can only wonder the money-making potential of these highly organized moms.

I teach a clinical education course that is based out of the local District
Attorney's office. Many of the new assistant district attorneys are young women.
They are beginning their legal careers and have chosen state government because
they do not wish to meet the billing demands of the private firms. A full-time
position in state government may only be forty hours compared to a fifty- or sixty-
hour work week in a private firm. In their eyes state government offers a more
predictable schedule and an opportunity to have the same holidays as their school-
age children. To some it is as simple as a "snow-day" where the district attorney's
office follows the same schedule as the public schools. Many of these women
admit that they have consciously forgone more lucrative jobs in order to find a
position that will allow for some semblance of a family life.

For those women in the district attorney's office who are without children,
their choice to go into a career of prosecutions seems to be motivated by purpose.
Fighting a breach of contract case or researching anti-trust law does not seem to
have the same societal meaning as putting a dangerous criminal behind bars.
Women in the district attorney's office place an intrinsic value on their work. They
also value the stability in the hours, the benefits and retirement. For them, these
values outweigh the need for a larger paycheck, prestige and social cachet. These
women are bright, dynamic and intelligent, and they are opting out of a fast-track
career as a trade-off for meaning, purpose and stability.

Of the examples of individual choice as a reason why women are not at the
very top of their fields, that of my associate dean may be the most concrete. A
teacher, author and scholar, Antoinette Sedillo-Lopez has worked hard to reshape
the University of New Mexico School of Law clinical legal education program.
She has become a leader in her field. Well published and respected, Antoinette is
the past president of the Clinical Legal Education Association (CLEA) and very
active on a national level. Law schools across the country have recruited her to
apply for dean positions. "I can't move right now," she states. "It would be
unfair." Her daughter is a juniur in high school and her husband has a law practice
in Albuquerque. Her family is not ready to move. Due to her husband's career
prospects and interests, the ranges of law school locations that she would consider
are limited. Antoinette is a good example of a woman who has the opportunity to
be at the very top of her profession. She has a very real opportunity to be the dean
of a law school, but because she considers her family's welfare to be more
important, she is forgoing that opportunity.
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Not all choices relate to job selection. There are other choices unique to
women that affect their career success. I confronted one of these choices, and I
made the wrong one. I gave up my maiden name when I married. At the time, it
seemed like a good idea. I rationalize the decision by asking myself if I would
rather keep my maiden name, which is my father's name, or take my husband's
name. I earned my degrees and some other achievements under my maiden name.
But, with the hope for children and a desire to be a good wife, I opted for my
husband's name. Gone were the days of Lisa Dawgert and so began the days of
Lisa Waggoner.

After my divorce I kept my married name for the sake of my children. I
thought it would be easier on my children if we all shared the same name, and of
course I was certain that I would never marry again. Five years later I remarried. I
could not keep the name of my first husband when married to my second husband,
so I changed my name again. Those former clients who look for me under the
name of Lisa Waggoner will never find me. Professionally, I have taken a large hit.
The reputation I made under my previous names is long lost. With my name
change I must once again start over and begin building my professional life anew.

Recently a male colleague of mine asked me in a very cutting manner, how
many times I been married. I am in my second marriage. But I have worked
professionally under three different last names. Ironically, he has been married five
times, but his name never changed. He never had to consider changing his name
each time he married. He maintained his professional identity throughout his
turbulent personal life. On the other hand, my choice to change my name resulted
in personal and professional loss. Certainly I am not the only woman who has
faced this dilemma.

Since my older children are approaching their teen years, I could now be free
to more aggressively pursue new heights of my career. However, as I write this
article, my eight-week-old son is resting on my shoulder. The decision to start over
on the "mommy track" will once again hinder my professional success. It is a
choice I made, not based on my own inabilities, but rather as a part of my pursuit of
happiness. Being a mother is a large and important part of my life, and I am at
peace with my status in the workplace. I am where I am due to my choices-not
due to my lack of ability.

Some literature dismisses the role of individual choice as an invalid excuse
created to discredit the role of discrimination in hindering women's careers. While
there may be some truth to that thesis, there is another side to the role of individual
responsibility and choice. Talented and brilliant women are making choices that
take them away from professional achievements, and they may be doing so in
greater numbers than we are willing to recognize. Women are redefining success
and self-worth. Women are choosing not to touch the top. They are also redefining
success and choosing career paths that are personally satisfying. Individual choice
plays a role in the disparity between men and women at the highest levels: however
great or small, choice is a factor worthy of dialogue.
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