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Editor’s Introduction: This article explores the League of Women Voter’s 
citizenship education programs on college campuses in the “ interwave” period, 
1920-60 (the “ lull” between the Progressive-era suffragist and 1960s women’s 
movements). Dr. Marino argues that the League of Women Voters (LWV) 
has “remained an understudied and under-credited women’s organization.” 
Both scholars and popular culture have tended to portray it as a conservative 
organization that had a negligible effect on society. Marino’s research, however, 
uncovers the LWV’s rich legacy of civic education programs and campus chapters. 
She argues that the League played a key role in advancing the women’s movement 
after the Nineteenth Amendment’s passage. After 1920 the League became a 
central force in interesting women in voting and government and advancing 
earlier suffragists’ goals. 

Dr. Marino is the author of Votes for College Women: Alumni, Students, 
and the Woman Suffrage Campaign (2024). In it she challenges other 
conventional stereotypes. She points out, “The woman suffrage movement is 
often [inaccurately] portrayed as having been led and organized by middle-
aged women and mothers in stuffy, formal settings.” However, this view “grossly 
neglects a significant demographic within the movement—college women.” From 
1870 to 1910, the proportion of college students who were women increased from 
21% to 40% in the United States. By 1880, there were 155 private colleges in 
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the Northeast and the South for female students and numerous coeducational 
institutions in the West. After 1900, “the widespread extension of academic 
training for women helped spur a well-organized campaign for female voting 
rights on college campuses, where suffragists found a new audience and stage 
to earn respect and support.”1 In Massachusetts in 1920 there were fifteen all-
women’s colleges and over a dozen co-educational public and private colleges 
and universities.2 Although this article focuses on the LWV’s impact nationally, 
Massachusetts’ individuals and local chapters play a key role in her account.

The League of Women Voters was founded in 1920 at a convention of the 
National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), just months before 
the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment gave women the right to vote. 
The League’s first president was Maud Wood Park, a highly effective leader who 
helped build the LWV into a large and broad-based association devoted to non-
partisan citizenship education, “good government,” and social and economic 
reform.3

Park was born in Boston in 1871. She taught high school for eight years before 
entering Radcliffe College in 1895. She later recalled that she was one of only 
two students who supported women’s suffrage. In 1898 she and a fellow student 
invited leading suffragist Alice Stone Blackwell to address Radcliffe students. 
In 1900 Park attended her first NAWSA convention, where she discovered 
that, at the age of twenty-nine, she was the youngest delegate. Park immediately 
determined to attract younger women to the organization and co-founded the 
College Equal Suffrage League (CESL) that same year. She toured colleges and 
started chapters in thirty states. In 1906, inspired by the CESL’s efforts, NAWSA 
began actively recruiting college students by sponsoring “College Evenings” at their 
larger suffrage events. In 1908 the various state chapters of the CESL united to 
form the National College Equal Suffrage League and became an official branch 
of NAWSA. Park served as its vice president until 1916. 

A tireless activist, in 1901 Park was also one of the founders of the Boston 
Equal Suffrage Association for Good Government and served as its executive 
secretary for twelve years. (The organization later became the League of Women 
Voters of Boston.) In 1915 their fight for the vote in Massachusetts was defeated 
when the commonwealth’s men voted against women’s suffrage by a nearly two-
to-one margin, with only 35.5% of men voting “yes” and 64.5% voting “no.” 
Massachusetts suffrage activists decided to concentrate their efforts on a national 
campaign strategy to amend the federal constitution.4 NAWSA President Carrie 
Chapman Catt invited Park to Washington, D.C. to chair the organization’s 
Congressional Committee. In 1920 Park was elected the first president of the 
National League of Women Voters, a position she held until resigning in 1924 
for health reasons. From 1925 until 1928 she served as the League’s legislative 
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counselor and chaired the Women’s Joint Congressional Committee. She then 
retired to Maine, where she wrote plays.5 Park’s political strategy was firmly based 
on moderation and coalition building. She had never embraced radical tactics 
to win women’s suffrage, such as the National Women’s Party’s picketing of the 
White House during World War I. Instead, she championed a non-partisan 
approach to persuade reluctant congressmen, whom she relentlessly pursued in her 
carefully honed “ front door lobby” strategy. Non-partisanship and moderation 
became the LWV’s defining characteristic. Park clearly articulated the League’s 
philosophy in 1924: 

It has chosen to be a middle-of-the-road organization in which 
persons of widely differing political views might work out together a 
program of definite advance on which they could agree. It has been 
willing to go ahead slowly in order to go ahead steadily. It has not 
sought to lead a few women a long way quickly, but rather to lead 
many women a little way at a time.6

*   *   *   *   *
Maud Wood Park, first official president of the National League of Women 

Voters (LWV), told audiences at the end of her term in 1924 how essential 
it would be in the future to reach college women on campuses throughout 
the United States.7 Young, white, middle and upper-class educated women 
represented the future of the LWV; not only were they the ideal voters for the 
organization, but they were also the ideal targets for membership. Park hoped 
the LWV would get “these young women” to “see and feel” and “work” for 
the causes of the organization.8 “We must have plenty of work to offer them,” 
she declared, “and self-direction and a chance to laugh at themselves and 
the rest of us. We must remember, too, that they will learn a great deal more 
through their own mistakes than they will from ours.”9 

Park’s comments reflected her belief in the more “hands-on” approach 
to teaching about civics to which the LWV transitioned over time, which 
allowed more women under the LWV’s direction to try political work for 
themselves. Park pointed out, “The League’s efforts to arouse and sustain 
intelligent interest in the obligations of citizenship are by no means confined 
to study courses, publications, and meetings.” She hoped that college women 
would get involved in politics directly and that the LWV could help facilitate 
opportunities for them to do so in an educated way, using the training that 
they received from the organization.10

Even before the Nineteenth Amendment passed in 1920, the National 
American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) and its affiliates were 
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TOP: Drawing depicts Radcliffe College students. Source: Schlesinger Library.  

BOTTOM: Wellesley and Radcliffe students march in a suffrage parade in 
Philadelphia in 1915. Smith and Mt. Holyoke colleges also had active suffrage 
associations. Source: Wellesley College Archives.
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Signing of the 19th Amendment
Maud Wood Park (left) and NAWSA members attend the signing of the 19th 
Amendment in the U.S. House of Representatives, June 4, 1919. House Speaker 
Frederick H. Gillett of Westfield, Massachusetts, signs. It took another year before 
the necessary 36 states had ratified the amendment. It was adopted on Aug. 26, 1920. 
It reads simply: “The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied 
or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.”
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already educating women about politics, believing that women’s suffrage 
was inevitable. Post-1920 civic education work differed from prior efforts, 
however, in two primary ways. First, it encouraged women not just to learn 
about politics in the United States and think of themselves as full American 
citizens, but also to build a global understanding of politics and to conceive 
of themselves as citizens of the world. Second, it provided a form of education 
that was not only academic, but practical and hands-on. 

These changes were especially evident in the group’s college campaigns. 
The LWV promoted a message carried over from the suffrage years that the 
woman voter could improve the electorate, that she could vote intelligently 
and not selfishly, and could do so for the good of women and children in 
the United States and even the larger world. The LWV promoted a specific 
gender ideal for women, especially the younger generation of college women, 
different from that of other women’s organizations of the period. It hoped to 
convey the message that the ideal modern woman was an active citizen—a 
voter who understood politics both nationally and globally, and who 
participated in civic life within her community. 

Historically, scholarship and popular culture have dismissed the LWV as 
a conservative organization that exerted a negligible effect on society. 11 For 
this reason, the LWV has remained understudied and undervalued compared 
to other women’s rights groups. The organization’s priority was educating 
voters and promoting engaged citizenship; thus, it is often discussed in 
relation to the country’s political history. However, the LWV played a 
key role in advancing the women’s movement in the “interwave” period, 
especially in the 1920s and ‘30s, when it was most popular.12 During this 
period, as scholar Sharon Hartman Strom has noted, the LWV “participated 
with nine other women’s organizations in the Women’s Joint Congressional 
Committee (WJCC), organized in 1920 to work together for social feminist 
goals and to continue the front door lobby.”13 Through this coalition, the 
LWV helped pass the Sheppard–Towner Maternity and Infancy Protection 
Act of 1921 and the Cable Act of 1922. The organization supported the work 
of the Children’s Bureau and other social and political reforms that benefited 
women.14 However, some scholars have argued that the expansiveness of the 
LWV’s agenda caused it to lose “a feminist political agenda” in favor of more 
of a social reform agenda.15

The LWV’s influence on American education is similarly overlooked. 
Scholarship that explores the LWV’s citizenship education programs 
typically highlights the influence of these LWV programs on consumerism, 
government, and politics, but not on academics.16 One exception is Wendy 
Sharer’s study, Vote and Voice: Women’s Organizations and Political Literacy, 
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1915-1930, which focuses on the LWV’s influence in the political realm 
but also explores some of its civic literacy activism in relation to education. 
Sharer argues that LWV leaders held events on campuses because schools 
were familiar and comfortable settings. She also emphasizes the effect of the 
LWV’s courses and classes on improving adult and continuing education 
instruction at normal (teacher-training) schools and junior colleges, 
institutions that “catered to female students.”17

PRE-SUFFRAGE: THE ORIGINS OF CITIZENSHIP EDUCATION

Following the Nineteenth Amendment’s passage in 1920, the LWV 
became a central force in interesting women in voting and government and 
upholding earlier suffragists’ goals. The LWV was officially begun in 1920 by 
the disbanded NAWSA and initiated college campaigns to fulfill the legacy 
of the women’s suffrage movement in 1924 and 1925.18 One of the LWV’s 
chief aims, on and off campus, was to ensure that newly enfranchised women 
(especially the younger generations, who would become the nation’s future 
leaders) would become informed and engaged voters. Their campaigns for 
“active citizenship” among college women aimed to combat “civic slacking” 
among the younger generations, allegedly evident in the 1920s, 1930s, and 
beyond.

Maud Wood Park, a Massachusetts teacher, Radcliffe graduate, and 
former NAWSA Congressional Committee lobbyist who pioneered efforts 
to mobilize college students to the 
suffrage movement, was elected in 
1920 as the first official president of the 
LWV. “I felt as if an avalanche of work 
had fallen upon me,” she recalled.19 
Speaking of her work in the suffrage 
campaign, she commented that while 
Carrie Chapman Catt (former NAWSA 
president) was the “architect” of that 
movement, she was the “builder.”20 
These comments also aptly describe 
her tenure as LWV president, in which 
recruitment efforts were among Park’s 
major contributions. In the early 
1920s, scholar Sharon Hartman Storm 
writes, “Park alternated her work in 
Washington with lecture tours around Maud Wood Park
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the country, trying to persuade young women to join the organization” and 
learn about politics and government.21 

The LWV’s civic education programs were not new. They were based on 
the work carried out by NAWSA and other women’s organizations at the 
grassroots level in “suffrage states” (where women had won the right to vote 
in state elections), as well as at the national level in the final years of the 
women’s suffrage campaign, when the Nineteenth Amendment’s passage 
seemed inevitable. In suffrage states such as New York and California, 
suffrage organizations typically dissolved once the legislation had passed and 
women had gained the vote, often morphing into civic education or political 
study clubs. In 1911, for example, the University of California Berkeley 
Equal Suffrage Study Club, an organization of female students that had 
promoted state legislation, reorganized to become the Civic Study Club, “for 
investigation of the problems of politics and economics.”22 

Even before women won the ballot, NAWSA began suffrage and citizenship 
classes or “schools.” These provided a model for later citizenship schools 
focused on training women in how to be activists. One of the earliest was 
established in 1913 in Washington, D.C., following the annual convention of 
NAWSA, by the group’s Congressional Committee. The “Suffrage School” 
was a multiweek event in which the most prominent organizers from across 
the country traveled to teach others about their signature methods of activism. 
Some of the topics included: “’The Art of Lobbying,’” “How to Reach the 
Rural Voter,” “How to Organize College Women,” and “Public Speaking.”23 

Because suffrage schools had been highly successful and given that 
many NAWSA suffragists came from a background in teaching, the group 
transitioned to offering citizenship schools over time. For example, in March 
1915, Missouri’s Columbia Spectator reported:

Plans are being laid to establish a school to prepare women for 
the responsibilities of the ballot—when they get it. Courses will 
be offered which will lead them to an understanding of how to 
attain and how to use the vote. This school is to be established at 
the University of Missouri.24 

Citizenship education programs expanded during World War I, as 
NAWSA suffragists argued that they were an important part of war work. 
The Connecticut Woman Suffrage Association was particularly progressive 
in its civic education programs, with an entire department devoted to this 
cause. CWSA members fit their activism in the context of the current 
political climate by arguing that “political knowledge was essential to home-
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front mobilization because it made women better able to fill the roles left by 
their husbands who were overseas.”25 The CWSA argued that to be victorious 
at war, the United States “must have trained and properly armed soldiers at 
the front to fight” while making sure that “affairs at home” were “left in the 
hands of conscious, patriotic citizens.”26

In March 1918, Nancy Schoonmaker, head of Connecticut’s citizenship 
education programs, began “citizenship classes at local [suffrage] leagues 
throughout Connecticut,” where activists learned about subjects such as 
“State and National Government,” “Political Parties and Elections,” “New 
Problems that Await Us,” “Child Welfare,” and “Women in Industry.”27 The 
popularity of these programs allowed them to expand into larger forums, 
schools, and institutes. The first citizenship institute was held in Hartford for 
three days in the spring of 1918.28 Eventually, Connecticut College and other 
institutions, such as Yale University, began hosting sites for these programs.29 
Schoonmaker went on to become regional director of citizenship education 
for all of New England and a popular speaker at these events. Endorsed 
by NAWSA, the events spread throughout the United States and became 
popular among both Black and White activists, leading up to the Nineteenth 
Amendment’s passage and providing a model for the LWV to follow in the 
future.30 The College Equal Suffrage League (CESL), co-founded by Maud 
Wood Park in 1908, was also a strong proponent of citizenship education 
work on and off campus in the final years before women won the vote.

COLLEGE CAMPUSES: CITIZENSHIP EDUCATION AFTER 
WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE

Not long after the Nineteenth Amendment’s passage, the LWV sought 
to continue the work that NAWSA and its affiliates, such as the CESL, had 
been conducting on college and university campuses. CESL had helped 
to transform the scope of the organized women’s movement in the United 
States by opening a new arena for activism—colleges and universities—and 
helping attract not only young women to the women’s rights campaign but 
also to bring them to the forefront of leadership. 

After 1920, the LWV did not want to lose younger women from its ranks 
as the old suffrage coalitions dissolved. In 1924 Park embarked on a ten-week 
speaking tour of colleges, universities, and normal schools in twelve states. 
At presentations, she would impress upon the campus communities “the 
part women students can play in the movement for better and more efficient 
government” and the significance of learning about politics via involvement 
with the LWV’s programs.31 
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“They caught the political bee quickly when sent to school 
in New Hampshire”

Maud Park Wood had been inspired by Nancy Schoonmaker of the Connecticut 
Woman Suffrage Association who had been delivering lectures on government. 
Wood organized the first women’s “School for Citizenship” at New Hampshire 
College in July 1919. It was a 4-day event consisting of three, three-hour seminars 
daily. Over 200 women from New Hampshire, Boston and beyond attended. There 
were presentations about both the Republican and Democratic platforms. The 
women learned about topics such as town and country government, child welfare, 
bills and how they are enacted, law and its limitations, and national problems. The 
school was a huge success. The Manchester Union featured it as front-page news all 
four days. Five papers in Boston provided extensive coverage and articles appeared 
as far away as Wyoming. One paper reported that political debates lasted well into 
the night. Today a plaque at the University of New Hampshire commemorates this 
“School for Citizenship.”
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In the 1920s and 1930s, campuses were the chief location for the LWV’s 
citizenship education courses, schools, and institutes (although the group 
did branch out to other public spaces over time). Their events included 
panel presentations, addresses, and discussion forums for female students to 
learn more about popular political issues from domestic and international 
civic leaders who became their teachers, thereby expanding on NAWSA’s 
pre-1920 activism. LWV members motivated university women to sign up 
by offering educational events first as extracurricular options, which made 
them seem more entertaining, enriching, and supplemental than strictly 
scholarly. As citizenship courses became more publicly accepted and viewed 
as important to the nation, the LWV was increasingly able to collaborate 
with administrators to institutionalize many of its classes at schools. They did 
not want to just host their classes on campuses in college space but formally 
associate them with winter or summer sessions. Participating pupils could 
sometimes receive university credit.32 

Over time, the LWV encouraged female students to attend its courses by 
issuing certificates of completion. These certificates could be professionally 
beneficial to graduates by serving as evidence of political proficiency. In 
addition, they could be put on resumes to bolster perceptions of female 
readiness for employment in government or the broader public sector, 
providing an important credential and service during an era in which 
women’s education and occupational preparation remained limited.33

Educational activism was as central to the LWV’s campaigns as it had 
been to NAWSA. Educational activism served to counter claims that women 
would enter politics unqualified, uneducated, and unprepared, instead 
positing them as the most responsible and informed citizens. It helped to 

The Boston Globe reported on July 13, 1919:  

Anti-suffragists are sitting side by side with suffragists at this first school for women 
student voters. Women of fashion and club women of the type of Mrs. Charles 
Sumner Bird, Mrs. Trueworthy White and Mrs. George W. Perkins, who are among 
the Boston women enrolled for the course, listened with no less interest than the 
farmers' wives, who are coming in great numbers . . . . From local farmhouses 
women drive to school in buggies and automobiles, bringing their lunches, and 
in many cases several of their children with them. The trains bring as many more 
of the sturdy women, who divide their conversations . . . between heated debates 
on vital questions of national importance and neighborly confidences over their 
concern as to whether their husbands have found the puddings and raspberry 
turnovers which they left in the icebox.

Source: https://www.unh.edu/unhtoday/2021/06/first-nation
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1920s Grand Rapids. LWV members promoting voting: “Tomorrow Don’t Tarry—
Go to the Primary.”

1920s Maryland LWV Office. Posters read: “Every Patriot a Voter!” and “If 
You Care for Your Children’s Future, Vote!” 
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transition women more quickly from being outsiders in American politics to 
their new role as insiders. No longer content to simply advocate that women 
cast a ballot, the LWV urged women and other Americans to be more 
intelligent and selfless about voting. In the words of political scientist Liette 
Gidlow, the League promoted “new standards of civic virtue” that included 
“expert citizenship.”34

In doing so, the LWV filled an important gap in the American political 
scene by creating a structured, professional national program for voter 
education. This had not been a top priority in the civic realm before. The 
LWV’s courses and institutes raised the standards for and knowledge 
requirements of full citizenship. It accomplished this initially through the 
academic study of politics. “It is the women, mainly,” as Missouri journalist 
Frederic J. Haskin commented in the San Diego Union in 1922, “who are 
insisting that the voter should play politics intelligently. They find that the 
public is sadly in need of education along political lines.”35 Speaking of past 
trends in voting that the LWV sought to challenge, Haskin continued, “For 
years, men have taken the vote casually. Their knowledge of voting systems 
was based on such facts as they happened to pick up in conversation with 
other men and what they read in newspapers and magazines.”36 

The LWV helped to develop and advocate for a formal plan of voter 
training with an evolving curriculum that mirrored the needs and realities 
of the times. Those who still believed in gender essentialism argued that 
improving voter education was the natural work of women. They could use 
their dispositions as innate teachers, their role as moral stewards, and their 
maternal instincts to uplift the government. 

Advocates of the LWV’s civic education programs argued that they 
were producing voters who considered the “common good” over personal 
preference, a value always promoted but rarely followed in the civic realm. 
Good Housekeeping had described the mission of the LWV in 1921 as: “‘All 
women working together for the common good,’ is the aim of Maud Wood 
Park, president of the League.”37 In March 1927, Katrina Brandes Ely Tiffany, 
a Bryn Mawr College graduate and former president of the Collegiate Equal 
Suffrage League of New York, reaffirmed to Barnard students that education 
through the LWV would help teach women how not to prioritize “party 
welfare” over “national welfare.”38 Too often, ordinary voters cast ballots 
along party lines supporting the political group they identified without 
deeply considering whether they agreed with all of the group’s platforms and 
candidates, or considering whether the group’s platforms would be what was 
best for the larger society. 
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The LWV’s training aimed to make women “intelligent social servants,” 
putting the well-being of the country (especially the needs of the most 
vulnerable groups), and eventually the world, first over selfish aims.39 Tiffany 
promised audiences, “The entrance of a fresh body of educated voters in and 
among the cliques and narrow factions, ruled in most cases by minorities, 
would remedy many modern evils in the government, both federal and 
civic.”40 These comments resonated with a generation of Americans who 
had grown up during the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, when political 
corruption in urban politics made national headlines daily and the public 
was dismayed and distrustful.

From the 1920s until mid-century, before civic education was widely 
available as part of the mainstream curriculum, LWV courses, schools, 
and conferences became new academic outlets to transform female pupils 
into knowledgeable voters and address the increase in student interest in 
politics before all government classes were formally opened to them. The 
LWV promoted education in voting and political systems that was “not 
[always] included in school courses,” challenging and expanding current 
academic teachings about these topics through their schools and courses of 
citizenship.41 Beyond current college women, their work provided an outlet 
for several generations of women who had not received instruction in this 
area to update their education and political knowledge. They hoped schools 
would learn from their examples and institutionalize similar programs, and 
these efforts were a success. Teachers, professors, and administrators often 
used LWV’s materials and methods to shape their curricula. 

Indeed, to the LWV’s satisfaction, their citizenship programs were widely 
welcomed and incorporated throughout the United States in all academic 
settings. Newspapers commented on the broad reach of LWV programs, 
which quickly emerged on campuses in every region. “Yale University held 
its first citizenship school last summer,” the San Diego Union reported in 
1922. The paper continued:

 Alabama State University held an extension course in practical 
citizenship, and it proved so popular that a lecture course was 
given last fall, and two more are planned. Alabama is to be the 
pioneer state to carry the system one step farther and introduce 
similar work into the grammar schools. The league regards this as 
a progressive move and believes other states will follow.42 

A 1922 article in the San Francisco Union reported that it had “succeeded 
in impressing the importance of courses in practical politics on a number 
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of colleges.”43 The LWV held successful citizenship schools at Columbia 
University in 1923 and 1924 in coordination with the University of Michigan 
in Ann Arbor along with others at Leland Stanford University, the University 
of Southern California, and the California State Department of Education. 
Activists planned yet another major event that summer in Philadelphia in 
connection with state universities from July 21–26.44 These LWV citizenship 
programs continued year after year on campuses, especially during the 
summer and winter breaks. This contrasted with suffragists’ earlier, less 
successful efforts to make inroads on campuses with their suffrage campaigns.

CITIZEN SCHOOLS’ CURRICULUM

At first, the LWV’s citizenship schools and courses largely mirrored those 
that had taken off in the final years of the suffrage campaign in content and 
curriculum. They focused on teaching women about how the government 
operated at the local, state, and national levels and explaining how and why 
women and other Americans should vote. The programs included lectures and 
discussions that fostered active learning among the participants. Attendees 
heard from the LWV, politicians, and professors. The LWV did not aim 
to bolster partisan political perspectives but to provide a more nonpartisan 
education about government issues and structures that informed from 
multiple positions. Speaking about the 1922 “School of Government and 
Politics” at Radcliffe, for example, one activist commented that the “chief 
aim” of such programs was to promote “truth” to place “political facts in a 
true light” [avoiding partisan stances and party propaganda] so that women 
“can vote intelligently and for the best interest of the state and nation.”45 

The LWV’s political literacy programs successfully replicated these 
objectives in different academic settings. Many of the early programs focused 
on politics in a domestic context, following the example of NAWSA’s earlier 
citizenship courses. In 1922, for example, the “School of Government and 
Politics” co-sponsored by Radcliffe College and the Massachusetts LWV 
offered courses on the structure of government at the state and national 
levels. These outlined how the branches of government functioned and 
examined important documents, such as speeches on “building the Federal 
Constitution.”46 The program was aimed at creating opportunities for the 
“frank and free discussion” of politics, with the hope that it would help with 
“enabling women to vote intelligently” and “make a real contribution to 
public life.”47 

From their earliest days, the Radcliffe programs also typically highlighted 
foreign affairs, contrasting American with international governments and 



Historical Journal of Massachusetts • Winter 202536

placing political issues in a global context. The 1922 “school” included 
contributors such as Mary E. Wooley, president of Mount Holyoke College 
and chairman of the citizenship committee of the Massachusetts LWV, 
Martha Davis White, civic director of the LWV, Le Baron Russell Briggs, 
President of Radcliffe College, and Professor Albert Bushnell Hart.48 Future 
programs were even more expansive and included a greater number of outside 
speakers.

THE LWV & AFRICAN AMERICANS

For the most part, the LWV did not actively invite African Americans 
to their events or create programs for the Black community. According to 
scholar Kathryn Nasstrom, the LWV put forth the image that it worked for 
all women, but “in reality,” its activism was aimed at “white, middle-class 
women” in urban centers.49 As historian Rod Clare points out, although the 
national LWV publicly “argued against” creating separate African American 
branches, in practice, there were many loopholes that made segregation within 
the organization and even exclusion possible, both within state branches and 
at the group’s programs. 

For example, in North Carolina, where White members vigorously 
challenged African American involvement, league rules stated that Whites 
did not have to integrate programs and events until they had secured an 
acceptable meeting location that was hospitable to both races. If LWV 
members could not find appropriate spaces to host integrated events, they 
were excused from including African Americans. LWV leaders worried 
about race in the South, and they realized that if they openly embraced 
Black women, they would put their organization at risk for racial violence, 
membership loss, and decreasing influence.50 

There were a few exceptions to these trends. Evidence suggests that 
some LWV chapters experimented with citizenship education programs 
among Black students off campus. For example, during the 1920s, White 
LWV members in St. Louis formed a “Colored Committee” that organized 
civic institutes and junior leagues for local African American youth. The 
committee’s activism seems to have been a rarity, however, rather than the 
norm. Commenting on the St. Louis LWV’s work, scholar Evelyn Brooks 
Higginbotham cites a newspaper editorial which noted that the branch was 
“one of the very few” that allowed Black participants “every privilege of the 
organization.”51 

Although the LWV’s branches rarely ran citizenship schools specifically 
for African Americans, other organizations did take up these activities. 
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During the early 1930s, the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) began civic education programs for Black citizens 
in the South, and in the spring of 1933, the organization even planned a 
citizenship school with the help of the Atlanta University History Department 
at the headquarters of the local Young Men’s Christian Association. By the 
second year, the NAACP staged courses at nearby churches and, similar to 
the LWV’s civic education programs, the NAACP’s activities became more 
“practical” and “hands on” over time.52 For example, in 1934 NAACP 
members arranged a mock election for participants, mostly high school-aged. 
However, the NAACP’s citizenship schools faded by the late 1930s due to 
challenges generating “community connections.” Some Black Southerners 
were reluctant to participate, given the policies that kept African Americans 
from voting. Nonetheless, these tactics still provided examples for future civil 
rights campaigns in the 1950s and 1960s.53 

COLLEGE WOMEN AS CITIZENS OF THE WORLD:               
THE RADCLIFFE EXAMPLE

Citizenship schools increasingly focused on encouraging women to think 
of themselves not just as citizens of the United States, but as citizens of the 
world. This priority was evident in the broader programs of the LWV across 
the twentieth century. By the 1910s suffragists had begun to support the 
women’s movement and women’s organizations on an international level; 
many held posts in transnational associations. The League’s first president, 
Maud Wood Park, was a strong advocate for thinking about politics globally, 
having traveled extensively for NAWSA during the suffrage campaigns years 
and writing extensively about women’s status in other countries. In the 
1920s, even after stepping down as LWV president, according to Strom, “She 
reappeared in Washington to support the World Court Committee in 1925 
and served in 1926 as a legislative counselor for the LWV.”54 

LWV’s programs encouraged women to understand politics in a global 
context. In addition to its standard citizenship education, for example, the 
LWV at Radcliffe College worked with the institution to hold a particularly 
enduring and successful foreign affairs school that ran annually from 1922 
to 1943, well after standard political literacy courses and institutes had 
begun to die off. After no program was held in 1944 due to World War II 
and the death of the program’s chief organizer, the school started again in 
1945 and continued for many years afterwards. Martha E. D. White, civic 
director, explained that Radcliffe’s first “School of Politics” was held in 1922. 
Although the event was mostly focused on domestic politics, it did include a 
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segment on foreign affairs that captured great interest among the audience.55 
This helped encourage the idea that teaching such topics was worthwhile on 
campuses. 

The Massachusetts LWV also conducted a second citizenship school 
in 1922 at Clark University that generated similar results. While focused 

LWV Foreign Affairs School at Radcliffe College, January 24, 1935
Source: Records of the LWV of Massachusetts. Courtesy of the Schlesinger Library.

LWV Chapter at Mankato State Teacher's College, 1933
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primarily on “The Problems of Government” in a national context, the 
program, like the one at Radcliffe, included an experimental segment on 
international politics. As with the Radcliffe program, according to the LWV, 
“When the planning committee finally had time to sit down and evaluate, it 
became clear that international affairs were of the most interest.”56 The local 
league noted that “other means were being found to educate the members in 
local, state, and national items.”57 However, there was a dearth of instruction 
in global affairs; thus, this was a promising new area to highlight. 

As a result, the Massachusetts LWV organizers decided to create a special 
program at Radcliffe, “an annual affair,” and “to confine the program to 
education in Foreign Affairs.”58 Radcliffe, located in the prominent greater 
Boston area, was a premier educational institution for women and a 
convenient location for domestic and international travelers. This program 
continued for twenty-one years until 1944 and then resumed in the post-
WWII years, creating a partnership between the college and the LWV that 
lasted several decades.59 

The Radcliffe “Foreign Affairs School” addressed a wide variety of topics 
relevant to each era. In the post-World War I period, presentations covered 
issues related to immigration and associated laws, naturalization policies and 
procedures, and assimilation efforts. Topics also touched on subjects related 
to the war: peace, disarmament, and isolationist politics. In the 1930s, the 
curriculum focused on the changing political situation in Europe, which 
was becoming increasingly unstable. By 1934, attendees were learning, 
for example, about the Nazi Party and German foreign policy. They also 
examined Japan’s expansionism and militarism in Asia. Topics covered 
included Japan’s foreign policy and U.S. relations and interests in Manchuria. 
In the 1940s, World War II took center stage. Discussions considered how 
the Treaty of Versailles, which ended World War I, had laid the groundwork 
for World War II, as well as presentations on topics such as “Defense of the 
Americas.”60 

In 1944, the school was halted but resumed not long after. The LWV 
blamed the war. “There was no school in 1944. Mrs. William Barber . . . 
recalls that ‘We were baffled by the war and could not find time or topic’ 
and quite probably speakers were also hard to come by.” Another issue was 
that the school’s founder, Martha White, a major force in organizing the 
program, had died that year. Some LWV members alleged that there was a 
discussion about whether to continue the program at all.61 In 1945, however, 
coordinators agreed to resume; it was eventually retitled the “School of 
International Relations” at Radcliffe. New topics covered included subjects 
increasingly relevant to the Cold War and the late twentieth century, such 
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as trade, atomic energy, citizen responsibility for world order, the United 
Nations, and politics in unstable places, such as areas of Southeast Asia, 
Greece, Turkey, Iran, and Africa.62

The school brought an array of notable speakers, often creating a media 
buzz. Participants heard from high-profile US politicians, such as members 
of the cabinet, ambassadors, journalists, World Court judges, League of 
Nations delegates, representatives of the International Labor Office, Harvard 
professors, and “distinguished citizens of many countries.”63 Approximately 
400–500 attended each year.64 The Radcliffe school provided an example 
for other locations and aligned with the LWV’s goals for the new era, which 
increasingly encouraged women to think globally about politics.65  

Although these programs were often well attended by members of the 
community, the LWV and campus media occasionally revealed struggles 
in getting students to participate. To some this represented the perennial 
challenge of “civic slacking” at colleges. For example, in the spring of 1932 
the LWV held a series of lectures by famous speakers at Radcliffe. The 
organizers complained to the campus newspaper, however, that almost no 
students showed up. 

There have been a series of very important and very impressive 
lectures held at Radcliffe College under the auspices of the 
League of Women Voters. The lectures were by distinguished 
people . . . who listened to these remarkable statements? The hall 
was filled—as they say Pasadena is filled—with elderly people 
and their parents—with people whose day was over. Where were 
the Radcliffe girls? Where were the people who would participate 
in the future of humanity and who should be informed, and 
fully informed, on these intensely personal issues—personal for 
themselves and for their children later?66

 
Not all LWV commentary blamed the younger generation for “civic 

slacking.” In some speeches, activists took a far more hopeful tone. Park 
asserted optimistically:  

To-day the serious-minded student looks her world squarely in the 
face . . . She does not care much for an imaginary world as a refuge 
from real troubles . . . Even in college she shoulders responsibility 
for the conduct of affairs, as the extraordinary success of student 
government associations goes to prove. Through inter-collegiate 
conferences on citizenship or vocational training or prevention of 
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war. She reaches ahead to the world outside college in which she 
expects to play her part . . .67

Park went on to laud the new generation of college women. Girls of the 
present generation “know it is their job” to be concerned with the future and 
how to contribute well. “That is why, in spite of my preference for the ways 
of an earlier generation, I am heartily in favor of the thorough-going, hard-
headed and dauntless young adventurers whom the colleges for women are 
sending out to-day.”68 

PRACTICAL POLITICS & THE LWV’S CAMPUS CHAPTERS

When traditional methods of instruction at citizenship schools failed 
to generate undergraduate engagement, the LWV turned to other tactics. 
The LWV created college chapters which provided a space for students to 
come together to learn about politics within a less academic and more social 
structure.69 These created a stable student audience for LWV events and 
campus liaisons with whom the LWV could work directly when planning 
college programs. The LWV’s campus organizations worked closely with state 
branches and other college departments to coordinate women’s engagement 
in politics and civic education campaigns. They helped institutionalize the 
group’s agenda on campuses.

Similar to the role played by the CESL (College Equal Suffrage League) in 
an earlier era, campus chapters provided a method beyond citizenship schools 
and courses to reach students. Unlike the CESL, which had faced much 
hostility and apathy in 1908 when it initially sought to mobilize students 
and make inroads into college and university campuses, the LWV found a 
far more hospitable climate in the post-1920 period. The suffrage movement 
had already made women’s organizing and female political culture acceptable 
within higher education. The League also benefited from its respectable image 
and popularity at the grassroots level among White middle- and upper-class 
women nationwide. In addition, it was much less controversial than explicitly 
feminist organizations, such as the National Woman’s Party. 

The LWV began organizing college chapters as early as 1924 and 1925. By 
1934, there were approximately fifty college leagues, and, at peak activism, the 
number of college chapters was around eighty-five. Interestingly, organizers 
reported the greatest success in the Midwest and the South.70 Although the 
LWV was popular in the northeast, female students there tended to join 
co-ed political groups or more partisan women’s political organizations. The 
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seemingly more conservative, nonpartisan, and educationally-oriented LWV 
gained greater ground and staying power in other regions.71

The development of college chapters fell largely into the hands of state 
leagues which exhibited varying degrees of success. The most effective state 
leagues had a designated “college chairman,” especially if there were several 
campus bodies to coordinate or a student liaison that worked with the 
parent organization. For example, in the 1920s, Margaret Hatfield served 
as a liaison between Barnard College students and the New York LWV.72 
In addition to rallying students to support the LWV, she traveled to other 
colleges to generate interest in voting and politics among women aged 18–25. 
In some cases, her campus presentations were broadcast on the radio to reach 
a broader audience.73

The LWV found that the most successful states for college work were 
locations with multiple student groups who worked together. In some of the 
model areas, such as Minnesota (which had a surprising ten student groups) 
and Illinois, state branches of the LWV had annual conferences for college 
leagues. The LWV also held a special college league “conference” as part 
of its national annual convention. Since few eastern colleges had organized 
student groups to participate, they invited individual student representatives 
from schools in these areas, hoping to inspire them to return to campus and 
mobilize support for the organization. Constance Roach, an LWV college 
organizer, noted that they aimed to give students an enticing “taste of the 
League of Women Voters.”74 

In 1934 Roach shared what she hoped would be a new approach to 
engaging students in political education: “The important thing in dealing 
with College Leagues is to not overload them with a program of study,” she 
commented. “We are trying to give members of College Leagues a sense of 
the reality of government, and they can gain better through actual contacts 
with government than by any amount of study (emphasis added).”75 She 
continued:

We also [want to] try to create enough understanding of the 
League’s purposes and methods, so that when college graduates 
go back into their communities, they will turn naturally to the 
League of Women Voters as the way in which to express their 
interest in government.76

Roach’s comments reflected a new stage in citizenship education. Prior to 
1920, much of the political education conducted by women’s organizations 
was focused on the academic-style study of politics. After 1920, and especially 
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by the 1930s, the LWV wanted women to learn more about the mechanics 
of politics and how government operated through a practical, “hands on” 
approach. They wanted women to have both the intellectual knowledge to 
participate as well as the skills, such as how to use a voting machine and how 
to fill out a ballot. Second, they wanted to familiarize women with political 
spaces so that they would be more comfortable entering these locations. 
Allowing women to practice politics and fostering civic experiences were 
important tactics in encouraging the active citizenship. 

Over time, LWV representatives increasingly realized that college students 
would be much more engaged if given a practical method of instruction. 
This change in methods was supported by the League’s third president, 
Marguerite Milton Wells, a former suffragist from Milwaukee and a Smith 
College graduate. Scholar Jeanette Baily Cheek notes that Wells, inspired 
by her work in the Minnesota suffrage campaign, “soon came to realize 
that it was through political action on specific legislation or in working for 
specific government reforms that League members learned best the realities 
of political life.”77 Wells had “noted the danger in the League’s increasing 
preoccupation with study, when the need was for action in the outside world 
where political decisions are made.”78 

Reflecting this new focus, Harriet M. Jones, field secretary for the 
Massachusetts LWV, wrote to the group’s organization department in 1930 
that, “The program should, if possible, include some practical illustration of 
citizenship such as a ballot marking demonstration, etc.”79 Her words, aimed 
at shaping the plans for an event at Wheaton College, illustrated a greater 
emphasis in the 1930s on including a practical demonstration or “drill” in 
educational programs.80 Similarly, in 1931 the Louisiana LWV arranged a 
citizenship school that included opportunities for Newcomb College students 
to practice registering to vote by filling out blank voter registration cards.81

By the 1930s and 1940s, as new technology became popular, more 
programs altered their curriculums to teach modern methods of voting.82 
In January 1930, the Wellesley College LWV instructed students in “the 
machinery of voting,” as voting machines were gaining in popularity 
over hand-marked ballots in Massachusetts. At the same time, the LWV 
still reviewed paper ballot marking, as it continued to be used in various 
locations, outlined voter registration procedures, and shared information 
about election laws that would be pertinent to the students’ participation in 
government.83 The frequency of these types of hands-on programs, giving 
women mock political experiences and practice, increased through the mid-
twentieth century as the LWV moved away from citizenship “schools” and 
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Above: Women casting their votes via paper ballots in New York City, c. 1920s.

1920s and 1930s Voting Booths. Eleanor Roosevelt voting in 1936
Eleanor Roosevelt played an active role in the LWV. As the League’s Vice President 
of Legislative Affairs (1920-24), she lobbied Congress and worked tirelessly to 
strengthen women’s role in politics. In 1953 she wrote in a “My Day” column, 
“I’ve always found that the best workers in a political party frequently are graduates 
of the League of Women Voters.” She added that the LWV “trains good citizens 
who have a sense of responsibility about what goes on in their locality, in their state 
and in their nation.” From the 1920s to the 1950s she remained an active member.
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LWV Member Demonstrates How to Use a Voting Machine (1940s)
The poster reads: “Vote Wisely—Know Your Candidates/ Know the Issues—Your 
Vote Is Your Future” and proclaims that the LWV “gives non-partisan voting 
information.” Source: Indiana Historical Society.

The mechanics of voting machines could be complicated in this era. The first 
mechanical lever voting machines were introduced in the U.S. in 1889. The first 
“punch card” machines appeared soon after. Although expensive, these machines 
could automatically tabulate results, in comparison to inserting paper votes into 
a ballot box which were then hand counted. Paper ballots also created greater 
opportunities for ballot box “stuffing” and vote tampering. However, a broken 
“tooth” on a gear inside the machine could produce an inaccurate count. Punch 
card machines were in use in Massachusetts until 1997, three years before the issue 
of “hanging chads” clouded results in Florida’s 2000 Presidential election. 
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toward other methods to engage and educate women in politics on and off 
campus. 

By 1930 another LWV goal was to more fully integrate women into 
government spaces and political leadership. Increasingly on campuses, the 
LWV offered opportunities for women to try campaign work for themselves 
by organizing field trips and volunteer and internship opportunities, often 
arranged through student organizations. For example, during the 1930s, 
the LWV’s campus members joined forces with state activists to organize 
excursions for undergraduate women. These efforts continued in later periods 
and were often called “government-in-action field trips” in the LWV’s records. 
For instance, in November 1934, the Wellesley College LWV conducted 
tours of the Suffolk County courts, legislature, jail, Sherborn Reformatory 
for Women, and the Civil Service Department at the State House. Similarly, 
in April 1941 the New York City LWV helped organize an all-day trip to 
the area’s government offices for students of the “metropolitan colleges” 
interested in the LWV or involved in one of its campus branches.84 Another 
event in New York in 1942 included visits to the Magistrate’s Court and City 
Hall.85 

The New York and Massachusetts tours allowed university women 
to experience civic spaces, interact with personnel, and learn more about 
how politics operated in a direct and first-hand way. Tours helped women 
feel comfortable entering these locations and enabled them to potentially 
see themselves in these spaces, working as representatives or employees. 
These efforts helped to challenge the continued homosociality of many civic 
institutions (which remained overwhelmingly male bastions) and encouraged 
women to see politics and civil service as viable career choices for their sex. 
Such field trips remained popular in the decades that followed within the 
context of higher education.

College leagues also ushered female students into the political realm 
by encouraging women to try government work for themselves. LWV 
representatives coordinated with university women to offer internships, 
volunteer positions, and paid jobs for state and national branches of the 
LWV.86 In these positions, undergraduates employed by the LWV took an 
active role in campaigns by answering telephones, managing records, and 
filing paperwork, which offered the students a behind-the-scenes look at how 
government operated.87 The programs sent the message that politics did “not 
end with November 2nd of an election year,” and after voters cast ballots, “a 
great many things” remained, which made a career in government seem even 
more viable.88 
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When Connecticut LWV leader and former suffragist Katharine 
Luddington spoke to students in an address at Barnard College in May 1940, 
she gave a speech entitled “Paid and Volunteer Jobs in the League of Women 
Voters,” rather than civic education, hoping to interest undergraduates with 
opportunities for real-life political experiences.89 LWV’s leaders argued that 
even volunteer work with the LWV could provide possible job training 
for women who hoped to have a career in civil service. Working with the 
league could offer women a path to economic advancement similar to that of 
becoming a suffrage organizer in earlier periods. 

Finally, the LWV began to engage students in its signature voter 
registration efforts. This came to represent much of its activism on college 
campuses by the late twentieth century and continues to occupy much of the 
group’s focus today. In December 1945, for instance, the New Orleans Times-
Picayune reported that “Carloads’ of persons rode the ‘Registration Express’ 
to the registrar of voters office and signed up to vote.”90 These results were the 
hard work of the New Orleans LWV, assisted by other civic associations that 
“patrolled the downtown business district” on “Tag Day” “to stir up voting 
in the city by stopping people and inquiring whether they were registered. 
The campaign helped to register 882 people. These activities gave students 
an opportunity to participate in the league’s activism off campus and to 
experience grassroots organizing themselves. 

DECLINE OF CAMPUS CHAPTERS

Unfortunately, momentum for the LWV’s college chapters dwindled by 
the 1940s, and forming campus branches remained a struggle in later years. 
In 1943, Olive McKay, the LWV’s national organization secretary, reported 
only 27 college leagues in eight states, a large decrease from the group’s 
apex. She noted that, “Many state Leagues which have in the past tried to 
encourage their organization have given up because the results did not justify 
the time and effort involved.”91 World War II had a significant impact. From 
1946 to 1947 the number of campus chapters increased from thirty-five to 
forty-four amidst the conservative and nationalistic post-war environment.92 
However, growth soon waned again.

In addition to external factors such as the war, shifts in the organization’s 
programs and agenda seem to have fostered change. Scholar Louise Young 
argues that by 1946, the LWV had begun to abandon civic education 
initiatives (such as those carried out by campus chapters) and instead used 
broader, community campaigns (such as voter registration drives) to promote 
“political responsibility through informed and active participation of citizens 
in government.”93 
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1940s-1950s

After WWII, the LWV strongly promoted the United Nations, partly due to Eleanor 
Roosevelt’s influence and leadership. The LWV trained several generations of women 
who had few other avenues for political education and engagement.
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*    *    *    *    *
In the period between what scholars call first- and second-wave feminism, 

the League of Women Voters had a positive impact not only on working to 
“remove the handicap” of women’s lack of political knowledge, but also in 
creating opportunities for women to make positive change in government 
and to become more active and equal players in the civic realm, both on and 
off campus.94 After 1920, the LWV shaped and reshaped civic education 
efforts to make itself relevant to new generations. The LWV’s civic programs 
had a significant impact on how educators taught politics to women and 
promoted greater gender equality. 

As civic education became a more mainstream objective in public and 
higher education, the LWV’s post-Cold War campus initiatives concentrated 
more on voter registration; the LWV no longer spearheaded political 
education at colleges and universities as institutions now often handled this 
work themselves. The LWV had set a precedent in making this work visible 
and important and providing a model for how it could be carried out. As 
political scientist Liette Gidlow writes, the LWV was important because 
the group “worked to bring new meaning to the act of voting, and to the 
definition of citizenship itself.”95

Even though the League of Women Voters’ campus chapters and 
citizenship schools had begun to disappear by World War II, they provided 
an example for other women’s and social and political organizations of how to 
incorporate young people, especially female students, into their campaigns. 
They continued the trend first begun by suffragists of mobilizing college 
women. After the 1940s female students did not stop caring about politics, 
but they showed their care and exhibited their activism for women’s rights 
in other ways. 

Historian Rod Clare, author of “Resisting ‘the Doldrums’: The League 
of Women Voters in North Carolina in the 1950s,” writes that, “Works that 
cover women’s institutions and feminism between 1945 and the mid-1960s 
. . . paint a lonely picture of female activism during this age.”96 However, a 
major fault of this interpretation “is that it does not give credence” to other 
activism, “though [of a] not explicitly feminist” organization.97 Following 
suffrage, the women’s rights movement seemed to be strongest at the 
grassroots rather than the national level. The women’s movement continued 
to operate in different forms and spaces outside national consciousness or the 
attention of mainstream media at places like colleges and universities and at 
the state and local levels.

HJM
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