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                                                  IDENTITY BASED ON INSTITUTIONAL STEREOTYPES

IS “She Saint Mary’s?”: Student Identity Construction Based on Institutional Stereotypes

INTRODUCTION
Since 1855, Saint Mary’s College of Notre Dame, IN, has been educating women in a single-sex collegiate environment (Divine & Pier, 2001:7). Saint Mary’s is currently situated within a half a mile from the co-ed University of Notre Dame. Mary Beth Ellis, author and Saint Mary’s College alum, describes Saint Mary’s as neither a “convent nor a commune,” but as “somewhere in between” (2006). The Saint Mary’s institutional identity is still contested today, especially now that the college’s “She’s Saint Mary’s” advertising campaign faces criticism. 
Naturally, the students of Saint Mary’s cannot help but have their own identities effected by the struggles of the college. Most people familiar with Saint Mary’s College have specific ideas concerning what constitutes a “Saint Mary’s woman” and believe in certain stereotypes about Saint Mary’s students. What the current stereotypes are and how much the students believe in these stereotypes remains a mystery.

While a term such as “stereotype” often carries with it a stigma, concepts such as stereotypes and gender are essential to human life because people use these concepts to aid in the construction of identities. Identity labels come in countless varieties. “College student” is an example of one such label. During the transition into university life, most people lose former aspects of their identities and adopt new identities through social interaction with others in the university environment (Scanlon, Rowling, and Weber 2007). The Saint Mary’s environment, when coupled with “knowledge” of stereotypes, may have immense potential to aid students in the construction of their identities as Saint Mary’s students (and women).

How do Saint Mary’s College students use stereotypes and perceived notions about the identity of Saint Mary’s to make sense of and create their own identities as “Saint Mary’s students?” Saint Mary’s students spend time living and interacting within their college environment. This close proximity to the college environment leads them to use their perceptions of Saint Mary’s student stereotypes and Saint Mary’s institutional identity to formulate their own ideas about what it means to be a “Saint Mary’s student.” They then use those ideas to actively construct their own identities as students.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Appearance Norms and Role Expectations

One way for students to make sense of their roles as “Saint Mary’s women” is through appearance norms. Appearance norms refer mainly to style of dress, but they also encompass actions and mannerisms. Since the early 20th century, much emphasis has been placed on the collegiate look (for females especially) to ensure that one fit in with the rest of the campus (Peril 2006). A study of coed institutions (Aries and Seider 2005) showed that students tend to adopt the dominant language, dress, and behaviors of their collegiate environments in order to fit in better. While there is no longer a dress code at Saint Mary’s, there may be unspoken rules about dress to which many students more or less conform. One aspect of this research is to see if compliance with these rules serve to augment feelings of acceptance into the Saint Mary’s world. Another study done in France examined a coed environment (Lannegrand-Willems and Bosma 2006) and determined that school context was an important aspect in the identity construction of students. Factors such as a more positive view of the school, an easier ability to adopt the norms of the environment, and success with integration into peer groups all led to a stronger identification with the school. While these previous studies shed light on the power of norm conformity for students, they do not examine the single-sex environments- specifically female- which are of interest in this study.


If everyone in a particular group conforms, to a certain extent, to certain standards of dress and behavior, stereotyping of the group may result. Researchers are still not sure how much influence peers exert on each other in this respect (Renn and Arnold 2003). Regardless of their origins, however, stereotypes exist and have the potential to anger those who feel misrepresented. For example, Wellesley alumni were displeased with the 2003 film Mona Lisa Smile because they felt students and the college were misrepresente. Attests one alum, “If I were 18 and saw this movie, I’d never want to go there” (Peril, 2006). Wellesley was portrayed as largely conservative “finishing school” (2006). Anyone not familiar with Wellesley during the 1950’s would likely accept the portrayals as facts, and may even apply these stereotypes to all women’s colleges of the past and present. Studies have demonstrated that the way others view our identities as we do is important in maintaining positive self-regard (Stets and Harrod 2004). When this evidence is considered, it is easy to understand the anger of the Wellesley alums. 
The Effects of the All-Women’s Environment on Students

As early as 1937, the continued validity of the women’s college was called into question. Certain critics believed that colleges segregated by sex were “obsolescent” (McAfee 1937). Other critics believed they presented an “unrealistic” environment that would not prepare students for the “real world.” In a more recent study, the claim that women’s colleges ignore real world concerns was not supported (Smith 1990). Students at women’s colleges perceived their institutions as equally or more concerned about issues such as career and professional goals for students, social engagement, and civic development. One implication of this study is that the number of participants from women’s colleges was far less than the number of participants from coed institutions, 175 versus 705 (1990). 

There is no denying that students who attend women’s colleges are fewer in number than those who attend coed schools. By 1930, 69 percent of all institutions of higher education in the United States had gone coed (Riordan 1994). Before the 1990’s, little research was done on the effects of a mixed-sex environment versus a single-sex environment. Part of the reason for this may be that, historically, men’s colleges were defined as inaccessible to women, as exclusive, and as superior. This led to a natural assumption that co-education was always beneficial (Riordan 1994). One study that tested status construction theory found that in doubly dissimilar encounters, when participants differ on resource level and a distinguishing characteristic, status beliefs favoring the resource-advantaged develop (Ridgeway et. al. 1998). Not only does this explain the Notre Dame-Saint Mary’s relationship (Notre Dame has more resources and is a large research-based university, while Saint Mary’s is a small liberal arts college), it also may explain why so many small women’s colleges have yielded to social pressures to either admit men or merge with larger institutions. 


Yet in co-educational environments, societal inequalities often find their way into the classrooms, and male students not only dominate in terms of classroom conversation, but they also receive more attention from teachers (Riordan 1994). Some research suggests that faculty in coeducational environments have a tendency to make more frequent eye contact with male students and are more likely to address male students directly by name. Subtle differences such as these can silence female voices in the classroom (Hesse-Biber and Leckenby, eds., 2003). To make matters worse, women in society who are perceived to be as competent as men are often chastised for breaking traditional gender norms (Carli and Eagly 2001). 
Interestingly enough, studies have shown that students at women’s colleges report higher self-confidence, greater involvement in classroom and extracurricular activities, greater satisfaction with their college experiences, and higher educational aspirations (1994). Women’s colleges also tend to have a more cohesive set of values amongst the students, faculty, and parents of students (Riordan 1994). This “value community” benefits the educational environment. However, it is interesting to note that in recent years, the inclusion of more cultural and ethnic diversity has caused many colleges to question their definitions of a unified community (Aleman and Salkever 2003). Regardless, studies have demonstrated that those students most actively involved in the campus community and in extracurriculars are most likely to accept and identify with the values and mission of their college (Ferrari, McCarthy, and Milner 2009).  For this study, measuring student identification with the perceived college values against a shift in their own personal values could either support or contradict this point. 


In any case, students attending women’s colleges have higher career aspirations, lower drop out rates, and a greater chance of attending graduate or professional school (Riordan 1994). Women’s colleges also produce a disproportionate number of women scientists. Yet despite impressive credentials, continued existence in a coed world is increasingly difficult for all-women’s institutions. 

The Questioning of Institutional and Student Identity
While many institutions that were previously single-sex institutions now admit both sexes, Saint Mary’s College continues to remain women-only. In 1961, the President of Wellesley College predicted that by 2061 there would be fewer than 10 women’s colleges still functioning in the United States (Peril 2006). As of 2005, there were only 60 left operating. Attendance at women’s colleges peaked around 1890. It is widely accepted by insiders in the Saint Mary’s community that the intimate historical connection to Notre Dame has caused questions about Saint Mary’s student identity and the “place” of Saint Mary’s in South Bend. Notre Dame, once men-only, now admits women. There is a wide belief in the local college community that this current situation causes tensions between Notre Dame and Saint Mary’s women (Ellis 2006). Also, while the idea of a “women’s college” often conjures up images of a liberal, feminist campus, when the factor of religion is introduced the situation becomes foggy. Saint Mary’s is religiously affiliated with the Catholic Christian tradition. Many feminist scholars working in Catholic environments today find that it is necessary to navigate with caution when introducing ideas of female empowerment to students (Hesse-Biber and Leckenby 2003). Saint Mary’s has to negotiate its identity as an institution meant to empower females with its patriarchal past—undoubtedly an extremely trying task.

Religious questions aside, many graduates of all-women’s colleges have strong feeling of loyalty and pride towards their institutions. A personal testimony by writer Glynis O’Leary (2003) claims women’s colleges as a place where women can enjoy the privileges historically only available to men. She believes the all-women’s environment fosters a positive attitude in regards to gender identification as “female.” O’Leary attended Mount Holyoke in Massachusetts. Mount Holyoke is a small, liberal arts college comparable to Saint Mary’s. On the other hand, writer Kara Baskin (2004), who also attended Mount Holyoke, questions the centrality of the all-female environment to the identity of Mount Holyoke. She claims that during her time there, men were discriminated against and that it is because of the magnitude of the students, not the environment, that so many graduates are successful after college. It will be interesting to see how influential the students of Saint Mary’s perceive their all-female environment to be, and whether or not they can agree if it has influenced their own perceptions of “who they are” as members of the community. Just as important will be perceptions of the influence Notre Dame’s presence has on the identity of Saint Mary’s students.


Overall, there is a lack of relevant, up-to-date research regarding how students at all-women’s colleges use cultural knowledge and stereotypes about their institutions to formulate their own individual identities. Yet, Saint Mary’s is unique not only because it is a Catholic women’s college thriving in modern times, but also because of its history with, and intimate connection to, the coed Notre Dame. What messages Saint Mary’s sends out, and what messages come back from students, faculty, and outsiders (including the Notre Dame community) all influence student identity construction.

THEORY

 The Social Construction of Reality


Berger and Luckmann (1966) make the claim that humans are social creatures, and society develops as a direct result of this sociality. Human interaction is the only possible way that societies and social order can develop, and man cannot produce a human environment without that interaction (1966). An example of how social order is first constructed, and then comes to be accepted as truth, is the process of how habitualized actions become an institution.


According to Berger and Luckmann, human activities are subject to habitualization due to the psychological relief the process provides people. Rather than become bogged down with constant decision-making, people begin to rely on habits (1966). Institutionalization occurs whenever members of a particular social group come to an agreement on the attached meanings of certain habitualized actions (1966).


Over time, these habitualized actions take lives of their own, and the institution made up of these actions develops a shared history amongst its members. As a general rule, the process of institutionalization calls for an outline of what is and what is not appropriate human conduct within the institution (Berger and Luckmann 1966). This idea goes back to the habitualization of actions—or the idea that habits make life easier by eliminating the stress of decision-making. Over time, the objectivity of an institution becomes increasingly solid, and “the ‘there we go again’ becomes ‘this is how things are done’” (Berger and Luckmann 1966). The actions of an institution become tradition, and seem self-evident and unalterable. As a result, people experience institutions as objective realities. It does not matter if one does not fully understand the processes of an institution, what matters is that these processes are perceived and accepted as reality (Berger and Luckmann 1966).


A set of rules that functions as a “plan or blueprint” for guiding behavior is what is known as a role (DeLamater and Myers 2007). Roles are a fundamental component of institutions and arise through habitualization and objectivation (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Objectivation is the process by which the externalized products of human activity attain the character of objectivity. All institutions have roles, and as soon as individuals assume those roles, they are subject to the rules governing appropriate behavior within those roles. Thus, roles themselves represent institutional order (Berger and Luckmann 1966). In order to correctly perform roles, individuals must learn, or be taught, the proper norms that govern each role. “Knowledge” about various roles circulates in society, perpetuating the behavioral guidelines for each role (1966).


Man is not born a member of society, rather he becomes a member of society through social dialectic (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Every individual is born into an objective social world, and over time internalizes the functions of diverse social institutions and role-specific knowledge (1966). Socialization occurs continuously throughout the life course. As an individual undergoes socialization, his identity and perceptions of himself constantly change. 


Identity is formed by social processes. According to Berger and Luckmann, once identity is crystallized, it is maintained and constantly re-shaped by social relations. The social processes that shape identity are determined by social structure (1966). The social structure of an institution, therefore, has immense power to influence the identities of people who participate in the institution. Saint Mary’s is an example of an institution, complete with roles that govern appropriate behavior. Not only professors but also staff, local citizens, and the Notre Dame community assign certain labels to Saint Mary’s students and expect them to act a certain way based on “traditions” and “knowledge” about the role of a Saint Mary’s student.


Since Saint Mary’s is an all women’s college, the gender component of identity is a large part of the Saint Mary’s student consciousness as well. Some would argue that Saint Mary’s as an institution is viewed as “feminine” territory. Thus, how students negotiate gender within their own identities becomes a relevant question. 

The Social Construction of Gender


Judith Lorber builds on the theories of Berger and Luckmann to illustrate how gender is a socially constructed concept (1994). Using certain cues and markers, such as dress, Lorber points out that both individuals and society as a whole tend to classify others based on whether they are masculine or feminine. She argues that there is not essential “femaleness or maleness,” but, once gender is ascribed, social order dictates strong gendered norms and expectations. In addition, in “doing gender” appropriately by following the expectations of the social structure, we concurrently perpetuate the legitimacy and “truth” of society’s sanctions (1994). The phrase “doing gender” implies that gender is not something people inherently have, rather, gender is really a performance based on societal cues regarding appropriate behavior. While often mistaken as natural, gender is in fact malleable and based on ever-changing definitions. In addition, gender sets up boundaries that justify the differential treatment of people (Wilkins 2008). 


The argument that gender is a social construction can be supported by examining the changes in American women’s social position in the 20th century. Saint Mary’s College has also gone through many identity shifts through the years to keep up with these changes, and it has seen corresponding changes in its goals and mission as an institution. These changes undoubtedly influence student perceptions of what it means to be a “Saint Mary’s woman.” Aside from gender questions, what it means to be a college or university student in general has undergone many shifts in the last century.

Student Identity Formation


Researchers Scanlon, Rowling, and Weber also used Berger and Luckmann’s theory as the basis for their argument that the transition to college life causes students to lose part of their already-existing identities and to form new identities (2007). To acquire an identity is to place oneself in the social world—to be objectively located in the world. Individuals recognize aspects of their identities in socially defined terms, and as they live in society these socially defined concepts become real (2007). 


Scanlon et al. conducted a study in which they survey 602 first-year students and then conducted semi-structured follow-up interviews with 27 of these students (2007). The researchers found that situated interaction with other students and faculty in the college environment was the most critical ingredient in the identity formation of the new students. Specifically, interaction with other students was critical (2007). This study affirmed the researchers’ beliefs that social interaction plays a vital part in the identity formation of the new students. 

How Do Saint Mary’s Women Negotiate Their Identities?


Many sociologists agree that identity is not only a non-fixed entity, but it is also multi-layered. Every individual has multiple identities based on socially constructed attributes that he/she uses to define his/her larger identity. For example, the terms “white man” and “lesbian woman” or “working mom” indicate multiple identities. One of the criticisms of this “additive model” of identity, however, is that there will always be exclusions and differences of experiences among people who fall in the same generic category (Code, ed. 2001). Saint Mary’s students who are from different races and socioeconomic backgrounds may view their statuses in different ways than those who “fit” the stereotype, whatever it may be. 


A stereotype is defined as a fixed set of characteristics attributed to every member of a group (DeLamater and Myers 2007). It is a type of schema, or a structure of cognitions that help people to organize and remember facts and to make inferences. A stereotype is what is known as a group schema, meaning that it is used to define and identify groups and those who belong to particular groups. Stereotypes of Saint Mary’s College are important because the nature of those stereotypes could have a profound effect on student identity. Both positive and negative stereotypes of Saint Mary’s students undoubtedly exist, and through identifying themselves as members of the group “Saint Mary’s students,” students subject themselves to judgment based on stereotypes. How students negotiate these stereotypes as part of their own pre-existing (though ever-changing) identities is of interest in this study. 
METHODOLOGY
Sample

The sample consisted of 12 Saint Mary’s College students. All students were traditional in the sense that they entered college immediately after high school and planned to graduate in four years. The ages of the students were between 18 and 21. All students in the sample were European American with the exception of one, who was perceived to be Hispanic American. Three students each were interviewed from each of the graduating classes of 2010, 2011, 2012, and 2013. The sample was stratified and purposive, because only traditional Saint Mary’s College students who planned to graduate in the next four years qualified for interviewing. The sample was obtained through student references and the snowball method. After names were obtained through references, the researcher emailed prospective participants and received about a 45 percent response rate from prospective participants.
Procedure and Materials

Interviews were conducted between September 19 and October 30, 2009. The interviews took place in empty classrooms, vacant library study rooms, participant dorm rooms, and on one occasion, a dorm lounge area. Each interview lasted between 30-50 minutes, which was a shorter length of time than the researcher originally anticipated. Every interview was recorded and later transcribed by the interviewer. Before each interview began, every participant was given a copy of her signed consent form (see Appendix). Every participant answered all of the 40 questions of the survey. Since research in the area of all-women’s college student identity is not plentiful, the researcher wrote the survey questions to the best of her ability in order to hopefully obtain meaningful information (see Appendix).

Strengths and Weaknesses

While the face-to-face interview is very time consuming, it does allow for many advantages. If a question needed clarification, for example, the researcher was able to provide it to the participant. On the other hand, if an answer needed clarifying, the researcher was able to ask the participant for clarification. 


Due to the time constraint, however, only a select few students could be interviewed. The sample was not representative of the entire Saint Mary’s student body. In addition, certain major areas of study (nursing, social sciences) were overrepresented, while other areas (such as business) were not represented at all. The fact that the researcher herself is also a Saint Mary’s undergraduate student (class of 2010) could have been either beneficial or hurtful. Students were potentially either more or less honest due to the researcher’s status. 
FINDINGS
Of the 12 student participants, all were United States citizens. Eight of the participants were originally from the Midwest, two were from the Mid-Atlantic region, and one each was from the South and West Coast. Seven of the participants chose humanities as their major area of study at Saint Mary’s, while four chose math and/or science, and one chose education. Politically, half the sample identified themselves as “conservative,” while four participants identified as “moderate” and two identified as “liberal.” For the purposes of describing the results of the study, freshmen and sophomores are grouped together as “underclassmen” and juniors and seniors grouped as “upperclassmen.” All names of participants have been changed.

Appearance Norms and Expectations
In terms of appearance expectations, the closer students got to “senior” status at Saint Mary’s, the more specific stereotypes they identified in terms of how the typical Saint Mary’s student “looks.” The fashion of students becomes increasingly branded, as evidenced by senior Patty’s description of the typical Saint Mary’s student, “leggings, Uggs, North Face, [. . .], fancy cell phone, cool backpack, Coach clutch...” Brianna, a junior, mirrors this view, saying, “everyone has Vera Bradley, everyone has Coach, everyone has Ugg boots.” Other brands mentioned were Ralph Lauren and J. Crew. Descriptions from upperclassmen are in contrast to freshman Anne’s description, “jeans and a t-shirt or sweatshirt [. . .] hair in a ponytail...” Overall in this study, upperclassmen were much more specific in their responses. This finding supports the theories of Berger and Luckmann (1966) that claim that over time human beings learn about their environments through social dialectic and interaction. Since the seniors have been at Saint Mary’s longer than any other class group, they have the most specific ideas about the Saint Mary’s “look” because they learn of the proper look through daily living and interaction. The seniors also had more “knowledge” about Saint Mary’s norms, were firmly established in their social groups, and had the most positive views of the school over anyone. 

In terms of the negative stereotypes about how Saint Mary’s students appear to the outside community, the seniors are most angered by perceived negative stereotypes. Senior Caitlin A. described, “the stereotype that we’re all crazy party animals... that offends me. I work really hard all the time!” All the students believe negative stereotypes to be largely based on myth, and many believe that Saint Mary’s students’ actions in the outside community are proof that those negative stereotypes are largely untrue. Sarah, a sophomore, shared, “I know so many girls who volunteer more than 10 hours a week!” 

In terms of how the students feel they are represented in college advertising, four out of the six upperclassmen disapprove while only one out of the six underclassmen disapproves. The most common complaint is that the “She’s Saint Mary’s” advertising campaign done by the college is too narrow. Senior Caitlin A., for example, believes that student athletes are underrepresented, saying, “As a student athlete, I felt like they only portrayed the (academic) student aspect [of Saint Mary’s]...” Marie, a junior, believes the campaign, “portrays the ones [students] who are in strong leadership positions, but it [the campaign] doesn’t portray the everyday Saint Mary’s person.” Senior Patty related her frustration that, “You know, if an incoming student, prospective student, looks at this brochure, [she could think] ‘that girl- she’s Saint Mary’s. I’m not like her.’” For the junior and senior women who disapprove, if the images in their minds of a “Saint Mary’s woman” is not seen in the ads, they become very upset, just as the Wellesley alums were upset with Mona Lisa Smile (Peril 2006). In contrast, the freshmen and sophomores approve of the ads and believe that the images of Saint Mary’s women represented 

are accurate. Amongst the underclassmen, the only complaint in this study is lack of racial diversity.

Patriarchal Relations in the College Community

Saint Mary’s has historically had a patriarchal relationship of sorts with the University of Notre Dame, which is located within a half a mile of Saint Mary’s campus. In general, upperclassmen are more critical of the Saint Mary’s-Notre Dame relationship than underclassmen. As senior Patty puts it, “sometimes [I] love Notre Dame, sometimes [I] hate it. ... I think it’s really a part of who we are, [. . .] But ultimately we are our own [school].” Catilin B., another senior, said “in some ways I wish it [Notre Dame] wasn’t there. I feel like we kind of live in the shadow of it.” Overall, most participants acknowledge that Saint Mary’s, as well as the student body, benefit from an association with Notre Dame. However, upperclassmen  are much quicker to stress that Saint Mary’s is its own institution and does not “need” Notre Dame to survive. 


In addition, the upperclassmen have a much more “us versus them” mentality in regards to Notre Dame than the underclassmen. Senior Colleen expressed that, “I always feel like we’re [Saint Mary’s students] on the defense [against Notre Dame], so we need to band together.” While the freshmen girls are not very critical of Notre Dame at all, perhaps due to the newness of their college environment, the sophomores join the upperclassmen in expressing their discontent with the idea that Saint Mary’s is somehow subordinate to, or less valuable than, Notre Dame. 
Perhaps most importantly, while all students acknowledge that some students at Notre Dame may look down on Saint Mary’s students because of negative stereotypes, the upperclassmen [in particular seniors] are the most angered by the thought of negative stereotypes. Junior Marie expresses that the stereotype that Saint Mary’s girls only go over to Notre Dame “to steal Notre Dame guys” from Notre Dame girls is “absolutely stupid and ridiculous.” The upperclassmen take perceived attacks from Notre Dame on a much more personal level. Rather than just brush the stereotypes off as pertaining to a generic Saint Mary’s student body (and therefore not applying to them), the upperclassmen respond to general stereotypes as if they are directed at them in particular. For example, when asked if she had ever been negatively stereotyped for being a Saint Mary’s student, senior Caitlin B. responded, “Oh yea, that I must have applied to Notre Dame and didn’t get in. I didn’t apply to Notre Dame. I wanted to come to Saint Mary’s.” 

The Merging of Institutional Identity with Student Identity

When senior participants were asked the scaled question, “How strongly do you identify yourself as a Saint Mary’s woman,” all three responded with the highest number possible, “five, very strongly.” All three juniors chose the next highest number, “four,” with all three claiming that even though they believed they fit in very well at Saint Mary’s, they believed themselves to be unique from other Saint Mary’s women in general. The different reasons the juniors gave were very broad. For example, junior Brianna believed she was unique because, “I mean, I don’t know everyone [at Saint Mary’s] but a lot of people here, ya know, come from a lot of money and stuff, and I don’t.” The freshmen and sophomores all chose either four or five, and every single one of them based their choosing of a high number on their perceived ability to “fit in” with the rest of the Saint Mary’s community, in terms of either physical appearance, the perceived consistency of values with others at Saint Mary’s, or both. Sophomore Sarah pointed to her coherence of values with faculty, saying, “We [myself and faculty] have the same overall goals for this college and for our lives.”  Freshmen Laura chose “four,” giving the reasons, “I’m pretty focused on what I wanna do [. . .] I was raised in a strong faith environment... all that stuff kinda factors in.” In addition, students of all class years believe their ability to find success in making friends helps them identify stronger with Saint Mary’s. These results support Lannegrand-Willems and Bosma’s (2006) study which found that an easier ability to adopt the norms of the environment and success with integration into peer groups led to a stronger identification with a school.


Interestingly enough, the group that was the most critical overall of Saint Mary’s shortcomings, the seniors, was the same group that most strongly identified themselves as “Saint Mary’s women.” All three seniors commented that they make no effort anymore to hide the fact that they are Saint Mary’s students while at  Notre Dame or in town as they may have in the past. Senior Caitlin B., who identifies herself as a “flaming liberal” with very different attitudes and values from the Saint Mary’s norm, still exalts Saint Mary’s and shared that, “I’m not gonna pretend I go to Notre Dame [. . .] I make an effort to wear Saint Mary’s things- show my pride!” In contrast, freshmen Brittany admits that she is afraid to wear Saint Mary’s clothes at Notre Dame because, “you [I] do want to fit in, so you don’t want to like set yourself apart.”

In addition, despite the fact that the upperclassmen believe themselves to be unique from the rest of the student body, most also believe that to some degree the Saint Mary’s environment has caused them to change either their appearances or personal beliefs in some way. Most of these changes are seen by them as positive and a natural part of “growing up.” Colleen, a junior from the suburb of a midwestern city, shared that, “I used to have purple hair for a while, I had black hair for a while, I had red hair for a while. And, um, just like how I would dress and stuff was like a lot different because I didn’t put a lot of emphasis on designer clothes or whatever...and then, I got here and everybody else did. So, I guess yea I have changed it [my appearance] and I’ve come to appreciate it.” In contrast, the freshmen and sophomores perceived themselves to have changed very little in terms of appearance or beliefs since first arriving at Saint Mary’s. In fact, most acknowledged that they believed they have not changed at all.  
DISCUSSION


What the results of this study suggest is that institutional identity did have an impact on individual identities of students. The students used their own ideas about Saint Mary’s to make sense of their own places within the Saint Mary’s community. By the time the students reach senior status, their identities as “Saint Mary’s women” become important and natural components of their overall larger identities. They identify “Saint Mary’s” as not just a school, but a fundamental component of who they are as people.


 This information is critical because it illustrates how important it is for Saint Mary’s, as an institution, to have a clear vision in terms of identity. While Saint Mary’s as an institution is still finding that identity, it may be helpful to ask the students themselves how they see Saint Mary’s. While the opinions of the freshmen and sophomores cannot be discounted, the results of this study suggest that the most valuable information lies with the juniors and senior. Due to their experience in the collegiate environment, the upperclassmen have the most clear-cut definitions of Saint Mary’s and the norms of the student body. 


In terms of appearance norms, some interesting and potentially disconcerting results were found. As the class status of subjects increased, the more and more “branded” their descriptions of Saint Mary’s women became. Since Saint Mary’s plays an increasingly important role in identity formation as students age, the fact that descriptions of “typical” Saint Mary’s students becomes gradually more branded may be cause for concern. It illustrates that commercial goods occupy an important place in the Saint Mary’s student consciousness. It implies that at least part of the Saint Mary’s identity may be commercial. 


The results of this study also brought to light the often unspoken about patriarchal relationship with the University of Notre Dame. Most students who participated in the study felt as if they needed to defend Saint Mary’s, and consequently themselves as students, while either at Notre Dame or in conversations with Notre Dame students. While individual experiences with Notre Dame students varied, all participants agreed that overall there are negative stereotypes out there regarding Saint Mary’s women leeching off Notre Dame students and/or the University itself. The position of the two schools is very gendered. Even though Saint Mary’s and Notre Dame are not really comparable in terms of institution type, Saint Mary’s is often seen as the unspoken “inferior” to Notre Dame. 

Unfortunately, the schools are so intimately connected that it would be virtually impossible, and probably unwise, for both institutions to cut ties with each other. One positive that the situation does create, however, is a greater collective identity for Saint Mary’s students. Since Saint Mary’s students feel they must be on the defense in order to protect their integrity, they claim they must band together, which over time creates a stronger bond amongst Saint Mary’s students. Students also keep themselves visible and active in the community in order to promote the College (and themselves) and to give Saint Mary’s a positive image. The fact that Saint Mary’s students feel they must band together for the good of all helps to create a more collective institutional identity for Saint Mary’s. 

The existence of this collective identity is evidenced by the feelings of pride expressed by the seniors, who although all different feel strong ties to Saint Mary’s. Unfortunately, the “us versus them” attitudes that can potentially result from strong feelings of solidarity serve to marginalize Notre Dame in the eyes of Saint Mary’s students. What’s more important, many times these attitudes result from perceived attitudes from the opposing camp, and not necessarily experiences. In this instance, stereotypes carry much power in influencing opinions.   

In essence, the results of the study show that the students make great use of institutional identity when forming their own identities. Berger and Luckmann’s theory is affirmed because the upperclassmen—the juniors and seniors—not only have more interaction in the College environment, they also have more specific and concrete ideas of the way the social world of the College environment works. They have more extensive knowledge about the roles of Saint Mary’s students and role appropriate behavior. They were also able to assign Notre Dame students roles in relation to the Saint Mary’s student roles. What is suggested by these role definitions is that a patriarchal relationship not only exists between Saint Mary’s and Notre Dame as institutions, but also between the students from the respective schools. Judith Lorber’s theories on how gender, although socially constructed, is believed “true” and “natural” may explain why there is sometimes a lack of resistance to ideas of Saint Mary’s as “inferior.” Perceived differences in terms of integrity justifies demeaning remarks made about Saint Mary’s. 

What is most important, however, is that students do indeed use institutional identity and stereotypes to help make sense of their own identities as “Saint Mary’s students.” The fact that Saint Mary’s is situated in a very patriarchal environment no doubt affects how students view Saint Mary’s and themselves. Since very specific ideas about Saint Mary’s and Saint Mary’s students exist, those who perceive themselves too different from the institutional identity may shy away from Saint Mary’s and/or leave the school. However, those that stay eventually come to appreciate the ways in which they do not “fit” the Saint Mary’s norms, while simultaneously accepting, if not embracing, the norms in general. This study shows that institutional identity is crucial in the influencing of those people who participate in an institution, especially in the case of colleges. In the future, it may be interesting to investigate the impact of the Saint Mary’s environment on racial and sexual minorities on campus. It may be that minorities have very different interpretations of Saint Mary’s institutional identity and how they forge that identity with their own. It would also be interesting to take socio-economic background of students into account. It may be that students more familiar with the dominant culture of Saint Mary’s may have differing opinions than those who come from more diverse backgrounds. The researcher also neglected to inquire as to whether participants were from rural, urban, or suburban backgrounds. More information on the participants’ backgrounds could have been useful in this study. 
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APPENDIX   



      Informed Consent

Title of Research: The Role of Stereotypes in the Identity Construction of Saint Mary’s Women

Investigator: Cristen Dalessandro

Explanation of Procedures and Purpose of Study
You are being asked to participate in a research project to investigate the attitudes and perceptions of Saint Mary’s women in regards to stereotypes of Saint Mary’s women. This study will investigate if and how Saint Mary’s women construct their identities based on stereotypes and perceptions both within and outside the college community. It is the hope of the researcher that this study could highlight if the Saint Mary’s environment and/or stereotypes of Saint Mary’s women have an impact on how students situate their identities. 

It is the hope of the researcher that at least 12 subjects participate in the study. Subjects who qualify for participation are all female undergraduate students of Saint Mary’s College of Notre Dame, IN. Students from a diverse group of academic years are desired in order to get the best representation of Saint Mary’s students.  

This research will be conducted using one questionnaire. The questionnaire will be completed in the form of a face-to-face interview, and should take anywhere from 60-80 minutes to complete. The interviews will be recorded and retained until December 14, 2009. All completed questionnaires are confidential. Participation in the study may cause a small level of psychological discomfort due to sensitive subject matter. However, participants can choose to not answer sensitive questions without penalty. The study poses no physical risk.  

Benefits 

It is the hope of the researcher that measuring opinions regarding perceived stereotypes about Saint Mary’s women will offer insight into how students make sense of Saint Mary’s and their place in the college community. This could help us to understand how Saint Mary’s women view their place in society, South Bend, and the Saint Mary’s community.

Confidentiality 

Only the researcher will have knowledge of every participant in the study. The identity of each individual participant will be kept private between the researcher, the faculty advisor of the researcher, and the participant, and the identities of the participants will not be revealed under any circumstances to anyone aside from the researcher. 

Withdrawl Without Prejudice

Participation in this study is strictly voluntary and you can quit any time. You will not be penalized in any way for withdrawing from the study. 

Contact Information 

Any questions or concerns should be directed to the researcher, Cristen Dalessandro, either at the phone number 724-962-7674 or email cdales01@saintmarys.edu. 

Agreement

By signing below, you verify that you understand the above terms and agree to participate in the study. As a participant in the study, you are entitled to a copy of this form.

Name____________________Date_________Researcher____________________Date_______

1. What is your role at Saint Mary’s?

a. Freshman (class of 2013)

b. Sophomore (class of 2012)

c. Junior (class of 2011)

d. Senior (class of 2010)

e. Other_____________

2. What is your age?

_______________________

3. Please list up to four words to describe yourself.

_____________________________________________________

4. If you could choose four words to describe the “average” Saint Mary’s woman, what would those words be?

_____________________________________________________

5. Has your opinion of Saint Mary’s (as an institution) changed from the time you first arrived on campus until now? 

a. Yes

b. No

Could you explain? (If yes, why; If no, why)

6. Do you believe that many people in the greater South Bend/Mishawaka area (NOT Notre Dame) perceive the students of Saint Mary’s in a negative light?

a. Yes 

b. No 

7. Why do you think the people of South Bend have positive (or negative) opinions about Saint Mary’s?

8. In your opinion, do the students of Saint Mary’s “deserve” the labels given to them by the outside community, or are these labels inaccurate?

9. Do you believe that Saint Mary’s is a place where you can be yourself and freely express your opinions?

a. Yes

b. No

c. Somewhat

Why is that?

10. In your opinion, does advertising done by the college accurately portray the reality of Saint Mary’s College life?

11. On a scale of 1-5, how strongly do you identify as a “Saint Mary’s woman.”

1                                        2                                    3                                  4                           5

Not strongly                                                     Neutral                                             Very Strong

12. Overall, how favorably do you view the student body of Saint Mary’s (1= Not favorably at all, 3= Neutral feelings, 5= Very Favorably)?

1                                        2                                    3                                   4                            5

13. In your opinion, how important is the location of Notre Dame to the livelihood of Saint Mary’s?

1                                        2                                    3                        4                            5

Not Important at All                                        Neutral                               Extremely Important

Why or why not?

14. What opinions do you think many students at the University of Notre Dame hold regarding Saint Mary’s students?

15. Have you ever encountered preferential treatment from outsiders because you go to Saint Mary’s?

16. Have you ever encountered hostility from outsiders because you go to Saint Mary’s?

17. Have you made any efforts (conscious or unconscious) to change some aspect of your physical/outward appearances since you first arrived at Saint Mary’s?

18. In your opinion, do the women of Saint Mary’s have to conform to certain standards of dress in order to be accepted in the Saint Mary’s community? 

19. In your opinion, do the women of Saint Mary’s have to adopt certain attitudes (examples- political opinions, opinions about college football, opinions on “partying”) in order to be accepted in the Saint Mary’s community?

20. Do you ever feel pressure to “look” a certain way in order to better “fit in” here at Saint Mary’s?

21. Do you believe that many people inside Saint Mary’s believe in a stereotypical Saint Mary’s woman?

a. Yes

b. No

22. If yes, what does this stereotypical woman look like?

23. Is the stereotype of Saint Mary’s women that the larger community believes in the same stereotype that the women inside Saint Mary’s believe in?

24. Do you believe the stereotypes about Saint Mary’s are wrong? Do people ever make false assumptions about you that make you angry?

25. Have you ever modified your behavior while at Notre Dame, in town, etc. because you felt someone was judging you unfairly just because you go to Saint Mary’s?

26. Has there ever been a time in South Bend (for example- a specific incident) when you were proud to be a Saint Mary’s student? If so, would you mind telling me about it?

27. Has there ever been a time in South Bend when you were ashamed to be a Saint Mary’s student, or, a time when you had to defend the integrity of Saint Mary’s? If so, would you mind telling me about it?

28. Could you describe, in your opinion, what the “typical” Saint Mary’s student looks like? (what is she wearing? eating? what is she studying?...)

29. In your opinion, is Saint Mary’s a relatively homogeneous campus (meaning most of the students look, act, and think the same)? Why or why not?

30. On a scale of 1-5 (one- totally different, 5- exact match), how similar do you think your attitudes and values are to those held by the rest of the Saint Mary’s community?

1                                    2                                   3                                    4                             5

31. On a scale of 1-5 (1- totally different, 5- exact match), how similar do you think your style of dress and overall appearance is to that of the other Saint Mary’s women?

1                                    2                                    3                                    4                             5

32. Do you act differently around your friends at Saint Mary’s than you do around your friends at home?

a. Yes

b. No

33. Do you believe your friends from home would understand/accept your friends from Saint Mary’s?

a. Yes

b. No

c. I don’t know

34. How strongly do you think Saint Mary’s, as an institution, emphasizes religion?

           1                      2                       3                          4                             5 

Not Strongly                                   Neutral                                         Very Strongly

35. Do you consider yourself a religious person?

a. Yes

b. No

c. Not really

d. Not Sure

36. Has Saint Mary’s had any impact at all on your religious views?

37. Which of the following most closely describes your political views?

a. Conservative

b. Liberal

c. Moderate

d. Other_____________________

38. Up to this point in time, has your overall experience at Saint Mary’s been what you felt it would be before arriving on campus?

39. What is your major(s) or intended major?

_____________________________________________________

40. In which U.S. state do you reside when school is not in session? (If international student, country of origin).

_____________________________________________________

