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poverty and political science
Druscilla Scribner found political science on the
side of the road between San Salvador and La
Libertad in El Salvador. It was spring of 1992 and
the small Central American country was nearing
the end of its civil war. Barely two months out of
college, Scribner and a friend talked their way out
of some tight spots as they made their way from
the capital to the coast. They had already traveled
through the poorest and most troubled countries of
the region.
“We had spent two increasingly troubling days
in San Salvador explaining to authorities why we
were there; and we were finally leaving the city with
our visas extended by three days, enough time to
make it to the border by bus,” Scribner recalled.
The rural poverty she saw was eye-opening,
unparalleled to anything she has seen before and
since. She saw families cultivating the shoulder
and ditches along two-lane highways that run
alongside the barbed wire-fence of coffee estates.
She saw patches of withering corn stalks, the
occasional squash or bean vines, makeshift
shacks. For Scribner, then all of 22, that was
what she called her “coming to political science”
moment.
“Poverty, inequality, stark concentration of wealth
and land: these issues had political roots – an
intertwining of economic, political, and social
power and privilege that doomed many economic
development efforts to failure.”
It was one of those “a-ha” moments that she
would later hope her political science students at
the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh would one
day experience.
School Matters
Born to a lawyer and a teacher, Scribner had
little idea what she wanted to do when she grew

up. Education was a top priority in her family, no
doubt. Her father, Jerry Scribner, was the first in
his family to graduate from university, and went
on to law school at the University of CaliforniaBerkeley. He started his career as a poverty law
attorney working for legal aid. He later served as
a deputy secretary for agriculture under California
Governor Jerry Brown and is currently the General
Counsel for the California Department of Health
and Human Services. Her mother, Penny Scribner,
entered college in 1960 when, Scribner said, there
were three careers open to women with college
degrees: teacher, nurse and secretary. An art
major, Scribner’s mother chose teaching. She
taught several years, earning her master’s degree
while Scribner was a baby. Mrs. Scribner cracked
the glass ceiling to become one of first women
principals in the San Juan school district. She
went on to orchestrate one of the original charter
schools in California, which was devoted to the
arts. After over 35 years in education, now retired,
she volunteers and teaches art in the local school.
“My parents imparted values of hard work,
intellectual curiosity, perseverance and a
commitment to the idea and practice that our
individual and collective actions as citizens shape
the world,” said Scribner, who has taught in the
department of political science at UW Oshkosh
since 2005. “It’s not at all surprising that my
professional interests have gravitated toward
politics, social inequalities and law.”
Scribner admits, however, to academic
indifference as a child.
“My mom recently gave me the box of my
old report cards, and there are comments like
‘Druscilla is bright and capable and does good
work, when she wants to,’” Scribner said with a
laugh. “I think that I was a good student when
I was motivated and excited, when I loved my
teacher or I liked the subject matter.”
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For a while, she thought she might want to be
a geneticist. She had a science teacher in junior
high school who piqued her growing interest in the
sciences and math.

research matters
by Druscilla Scribner, Ph.D.

This year I have been working on a book
project inspired by a desire to understand
and explain the role that the law plays in
social change that is sweeping the globe: the
growing equality of women.
In the post WWII era, and particularly since
the 1990s, national constitutions have been
amended or rewritten to recognize gender
and women rights such that there are now
specific provisions devoted to gender equality,
sex discrimination, maternity leave, health
care, access to political office and equal
provision of educational opportunities in
many constitutions. Because constitutional
law provides a framework that can constrain
or enable policy change, clearly articulated
rights can enhance the legitimacy of policy
demands, provide advocates with legal tools
to challenge state and private action in the
courts, and encourage underrepresented
groups to mobilize for policy change.
We examine how gender equality and
gender differences are recognized in 100
constitutions and investigate whether different
kinds of provisions are associated with higher
measures of gender equality.
Four in-depth comparative case studies,
Argentina, Chile, South Africa and Botswana
trace the complex relationship between
constitutional law, strategies, and policy
change. Constitutional provisions are neither
self-enforcing nor self-interpreting; they do
not bring about policy change. Using archival
research and interviews with women’s rights
advocates in each of these countries, we
compare how gender is constitutionalized and
how these provisions have aided or hindered
their efforts to achieve policy change in
four policy areas: family law, gender-based
violence, reproductive rights, and employment
rights.
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The Power of General Education
Scribner’s shift in academic interests came at the
University of California-Santa Cruz, where she said
“general education happened.”
In addition the core requirements, students
were required to take a number of social science
courses. Scribner was enthralled. “I had never
had economics. Economics in high school was
how do you balance your checkbook? It was home
economics. There was no psychology. These were
wholly new to me and they were really interesting. I
ended up changing my major a couple times.”
Before Scribner graduated with degrees in
psychology and economics, she participated in
Semester at Sea, a study abroad program during
her junior year, where she took colleges classes on
board a ship and visited multiple countries. “When
you pull into port, they pretty much let you off and
you’ve got to find your way,” said Scribner, who
visited the Bahamas, Morocco, Turkey and parts
of the former Soviet Union. “We went through the
Suez Canal, which I don’t think you’re allowed to
do anymore. We went to Egypt, and then down
through the Suez Canal to India and Malaysia and
then Japan.”
That semester gave her the confidence to travel
off the proverbial and literal beaten path. After
graduation from college, she spent three months
studying Spanish and backpacking through
Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua and El Salvador.
When she returned stateside from Central America,
she had difficulty readjusting to life in America.
“I think that was the hardest culture shock, just
the – how big the roads are in America, you know
when you see the highway – in California there
are eight lanes either direction – and just the
ostentatious wealth.” Her voice trailed off at the
memory. “It all sort of comes flooding in a shocking
way to see yourself, to see your own habits, to see
your community in comparison to where you’ve
been and been spending a lot of time.”
Scribner paused, somewhat subdued. “Each
time that culture shock gets easier.”
But the road to academia was still a ways away.
Scribner talked career options with an economics
professor who taught comparative economics
systems and for whom she had served as a
teacher’s assistant. Her professor dissuaded her
from the academics path, telling her how hard it is

Dr. Druscilla Scribner, with sons Jack and August and her husband, Dallas, on a family trip to Tanzania in 2012.

to be an academic. “People think, ‘Oh it’s great,
you have your summers off,’ which of course we
don’t. It’s not really well paid and it’s very stressful
– the whole tenure process and publisher perish.”
Her professor did tell her that she’d be
supportive of her if she chose that path but
encouraged her to try other things first. “That was
great advice,” Scribner said with a smile. “I did try
some other things first.”
Other Things First
After graduation and spending time in Central
America, Scribner landed in Taiwan where she
lived with friends from college and taught English
to students ranging from age 2 to adults. At that
time, the only teaching experience she had had
was during her TA days at UC-Santa Cruz. “I
hadn’t worked that much with kids, I never liked
babysitting,” she said. However, she came to love
teaching while working with an array of characters
including a wonderful group of middle school
students and an adult student who was well
established in the opposition party to the KMT,
then the dominant ruling party. “I really enjoyed the
teacher-student relationship.”

She went on to get a Master of Science
degree in development studies from the London
School of Economics, focusing on the politics of
economic development. She returned to the U.S.
and interned in Washington D.C., writing for the
Council on Hemispheric Affairs and volunteering
in a development policy and research NGO. She
also volunteered to teach English to immigrants
from Latin America in a local church near where
she lived in D.C.
But after eight months, Scribner was eager to
travel to put her advanced degree to work. She
moved to Chile, resume in hand and eventually
landed a job as a business consultant with a
Chilean firm specializing in strategic planning and
sustainable business practices.
At the time, the mid-1990s, Scribner said,
Chile was in the midst of a political transition to
democracy after 17 years of dictatorship. The
local papers buzzed with commentary about
whether and how to try former leaders for human
rights violations. Scribner’s interest was piqued. “I
was increasingly drawn to thinking about political
power and law, of privileges won and lost and the
human costs of abuse of power,” she said.
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She applied to graduate school, and in the fall
of 1996, moved back to California to pursue a
more comprehensive understanding of what had
become her passion, Latin American politics, at
the University of California-San Diego. She met
her husband, Dallas Bogner, on a return trip to
Guatemala in 1998. Originally from Iowa, he had
just started work at a Spanish-speaking only
medical clinic in Denver and was in Guatemala
to learn medical Spanish. They are the parents of
Jack, 11, and August, 9.
Since 2005, Scribner, an associate professor,
has maintained an active research agenda. She
has presented multiple conference papers each
year and published several peer review articles.
She has also received a multi-year National
Science Foundation grant for global research on
gender and constitutional law.
Teaching and Study Abroad
Teaching, however, is what she finds most
rewarding about her job. “I have long believed
that we learn from each other and learn most
deeply through teaching and doing. I can’t
imagine that I would be an academic or stay in
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academia if it weren’t for the opportunity to learn
alongside my students. Why do the job if you
can’t teach – that would suck the fun out of it
altogether.”
Scribner, a lifelong traveler, co-led a study
abroad program with colleague Tracy Slagter in
2008, and plans to take students to Germany and
France in 2014.
Former student Amy Gearhart, who participated
in a study abroad program to Germany with
Scribner, credits Scribner among her biggest
advocates in her pursuit for a graduate degree.
Gearhart, who graduated with a master in
economics in international relations from the
National University of Wales January 2013, is
now a contracts administrator for UTC Aerospace
Systems in Rockford, Ill. She is responsible for the
business flow and contracts negotiations for three
international programs and has traveled to France
and Russia.
“This experience is challenging, but I take a
lot of the lessons Dru helped instill,” Gearhart
said. “For example, I am responsible for reading
large contracts, over 500 pages easily, and
need to understand and quickly apply terms and

Dr. Druscilla Scribner with her sons August (l) and Jack, on a
summer family trip to Indonesia.

Scribner on a research trip to Botswana in 2012.

conditions to whatever situation we're facing. It’s
very similar to taking theory and policy ideas and
applying them to political scenarios.
“Additionally, I'm dealing daily with language
barriers and cultural differences, and through
traveling abroad with Dru and reading so many
works by foreign authors, I feel better equipped to
face these challenges. Professor Scribner taught
me to challenge conventions, critically analyze
situations and be interested in the bigger world.”
Scribner is humbled by such student feedback.
She knows what she is charged to do here at UW
Oshkosh. “I strive to provide students with a safe
and challenging intellectual context in which they
can step outside their comfort zone and make
mistakes, try on new ideas and perspectives, and
learn with and from one another,” she said. “I want
students to come away from my courses with a
greater sense of the world, their individual role in
it, and with the knowledge, skills and confidence
to engage with others to envision and create their
own, and our collective, future.”

Scribner on a family trip to Maui in 2013.

To learn more about Dr. Druscilla Scribner and
her work, please visit www.uwosh.edu/beyond/
endeavors.
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