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Women’s Centers in the 21st Century: 

Outdated Institutions or Vital Organizations?

By: Tracy Plamann, Intern, UW Oshkosh Women’s Center 

As we’ve begun the work of establishing a Women’s Center on the UW Oshkosh campus, we’ve been asked again and again by students, faculty, and staff why a women’s center is needed on any campus at this point in U.S. history.  Many acknowledge the historical role such centers have played in moving institutions of higher education toward gender equity, but some question the current need in our present climate.  Current reports of how education is failing men while more and more women are obtaining college degrees have prompted some to question the validity of women’s centers or wonder if perhaps they have done their job too well.  Our hope in this article is to provide an understanding of the continuing vital role women’s centers play today on college and university campuses.

To understand the present, however, we must first understand the past.  As the women’s movement picked up momentum in the early 1970s, women were facing vast numbers of wide-ranging concerns, and as a result, university and college women’s centers began to emerge.  The established campus women’s centers of today began with the efforts of small groups of women in the 50s, 60s, and early 1970s.  They would get together on a regular basis to show support for each other and to discuss the important issues facing women at all levels.  The passing of Title IX in June of 1972 also helped women by guaranteeing them some financial support but more importantly by giving women a sense of importance in society.  It proved to them that as individuals and as a group, they counted, and that what they cared about mattered.  Indeed, today's generation is the direct benefactor of their efforts.  In pursuing their dreams and overcoming obstacles, the earlier generations broke down stereotypes and opened new doors.

The first officially recorded women’s center was founded at Minnesota University in 1960.  According to Donald L. Opitz, author of the article, “Three Generations in the Life of the Minnesota Women's Center, A History 1960-2000,” the center was designed from Minnesota’s plan for the “Continuing Education of Women,” which was the first of its kind in the nation and was established under a Carnegie Corporation grant.  The main focus of the center was to help with continuing higher education for women.  By the 1980s, the center’s focus had expanded:  its staff was also educating both the campus and community on issues concerning sex discrimination and sexual harassment as well as providing counseling and resources to female students on campus.  Throughout the 40 years since the Minnesota University women’s center opened, it has provided a strong tradition of serving the female students while enhancing the learning environment through the center’s programs, which increase campus awareness of gendered issues. 

The main reason that women’s centers were developed was to provide resources, advocacy, and programs to assist female students, staff, and faculty.  These reasons, along with the monumental tasks of addressing issues such as educational equality and safety, make women’s centers a vital part of our communities on and off our university and college campuses.  The current common concerns, arising in the more than 60 women’s centers analyzed for this article, center on women’s safety (sexual assault/ harassment, date rape, domestic violence), women’s health and wellness (eating disorders, understanding women’s bodies, stress management), and women’s empowerment (combating discrimination, career planning, assertiveness training).  Additionally, all of the centers stress the importance of improving gender relations and bringing together faculty, staff, and students of both genders to address these important issues.  Some of the mission goals make these concerns apparent:  to empower women in order to strengthen the entire community; to provide a safe, sympathetic, and confidential atmosphere for the campus community; and to be proactive in working towards an open and diverse environment that recognizes issues of gender, race, class, nationality, ethnicity, sexual orientation, sexual harassment, and equality.

In 2003, a women’s center is not only necessary and viable, but it is also vital because it is the place where women and men can unite to build a more equal and just society and to work toward non-violence on both the domestic and global levels.  In order to achieve these goals, there must be a common commitment throughout our communities towards change, a commitment enhanced through the educational programs, advising, mentoring, counseling, and life skills training that a women’s center offers.

There are also many ways that a women’s center benefits the current academic life of a campus.  For example, women’s centers offer feminist models for teaching attitudes and values that are tolerant of diversity within gender, race, sexual orientation, physical ability, class, and other differences that traditionally divide people.  They also provide a wide-range of resources from a library, including videos, books, and magazines; to speakers offering educational programs; to trained personnel collaborating with instructors to enhance campus courses.  In all of these ways, the center promotes interaction among staff, faculty, and students in order to facilitate learning and increase the understanding of issues confronting women within and beyond the campus community.

The most important thing that a women’s center provides is what a woman needs to know in order to develop into a strong, self-efficient individual.  Most women’s centers across the country have put an intense effort into educating women about themselves and about the world they live in.  They do so by opening doors, inviting us to explore the self, society, relationships, professions, and avenues of active change.  Transformation, education, and leadership are combined in a women’s center in ways that empower women, that help shape the educational community, and that support the missions of our universities in the best diverse way.  Our hope is to bring to the UW Oshkosh campus a center that lives up to the historical legacy established by centers before us and accomplishes the wide-ranging goals of the best centers operating today.

Editors: Donna Stoddart, Intern, UWO Women’s Center 

Liz Cannon, Director UWO Women’s Center

About the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh Comprehensive Women's Center
Temporary Office: 359 Gruenhagen

Phone: 920-424-0963

Director: Liz Cannon
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Building renovations are underway for the center’s new location at the:

 Foundation Center, Lower Level

Situated on the corner of Irving St. and Elmwood Avenue (old Newman Center)

The Benefits of Routines

Ever want to free yourself from the humdrum rituals and routines that sometimes seem repetitive and boring?  We all do.  However a December 10th, 2002 Science Times article (New York Times, D6) summarizes Dr. Barbara H. Fiese’s study on the benefits of routines and rituals.  

Routines appear to have benefits in terms of physical health or well being… In families with predictable routines, children had fewer respiratory illnesses and better overall health, and they performed better in elementary school.  Rituals have a great effect on emotional health, Dr. Fiese said.  Adolescents in families with strong rituals report a stronger sense of self, couples reported happier marriages, and children had greater interaction with their grandparents.  

While too much of a good thing is overwhelming, one may speculate the there is a place for routines, particularly when meaning is shared and communicated in the family. 

How to Find Local Resources: Community Information and Resource

The Internet has made it easy to locate information and resources you need.  It just takes a little time and know-how to make the best use of it.  

I’d like to introduce you to an easily accessible directory system you can use to identify local resources. The Community Services Directory for Information and Referral Service is available both on-line and in paperback.  The directory offers an alphabetical list of community agencies, programs and services and information including their address, phone, contact person, hours, a description of the services, applicable fees, geographic areas served, whether volunteers are accepted, and a website address if that is available. 

For example: 

Child Care Resource and Referral, Inc, is described as a service “to distribute up-to-date information to parents about regulated child care available in their area.” The description goes on to say that they provide “consumer information and materials to help parents evaluate, choose and monitor child care services” …  (p.92)

Or,

Oshkosh Hmong/Lao American Association, Inc. (HLAA):  provides for refugees “assistance with the well-being and interests of Southeast Asian refuges including acting as a liaison between that population and broad based health and human services agencies while preserving the history, customs, cultures, identities and reputations of the target population.”  There is a reference for arts/cultural programs, refugees and interpretation/translation services. (pps. 290 & 291).  

It’s easy to locate these services.  

The paper directory offers a geographical index so you can look up your county to locate resources on a county-by-county basis.   The paper copy may be purchased for $22.00 (920-236-5209) however the same information is available to you on-line without charge. 

Accessing Information On-Line:

Access the website one of two ways: 

1) Through the UW Oshkosh Employee Assistance Program Website http://www.uwosh.edu/eap
Scroll down to local resources to:




and click on it.  

Or

2) Through this URL:   http://iandr.winnefox.org/
Once you access the site, look up topic areas by “search agencies/clubs” or by category (such as “health”).  

The button “I & R Links” provides other directories and help lines.  

EAP has a bound copy of the directory available for you to use in the our office.  Come to 201 Dempsey Hall to look something up. If EAP can help you locate a suitable resource, we are happy to meet and talk with you. 

The Community Services Directory is edited by Charleen Ziebell and Janice Dibble and published by Information and Referral, 106 Washington Avenue, Oshkosh, WI  54901. 

It is a joint program of the Oshkosh Area United Way and the Oshkosh Public Library with funding from the Oshkosh Community Foundation and Winnebago County Department of Human Services Brighter Futures Grant with support from the Winnefox Library System.  

Quotable Quote

Before God we are all equally wise - and equally foolish.
Albert Einstein (1879 - 1955)
Season’s Greetings 

EAP wishes you and your family a safe and warm holiday season.   

The EAP Trivia Question:


Who played the first piano?

Please send your answer to fojtik@uwosh.edu by December 5. The winner will receive a prize and have their names, along with the winning answer, posted on all the EAP Bulletin Boards.

Upcoming Brown Bag Seminar:

What a Parent Should Know: Students with Learning Disabilities 

Joe Baggot, Dean of Students

Wednesday, February 18, 2004

Noon – 12:50PM

Reeve Union 220

Students with learning disabilities face a variety of transitional obstacles as they move from high school to college.  Parents of these students also face unique challenges.  This session will focus on the legislative, academic and psycho-social issues that affect both students and the parents who love them.  

The full agenda of Spring Brown Bag Seminars will be posted on the UW Oshkosh EAP Website: http://www.uwosh.edu/eap 

