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Background of the Study

The Wisconsin Study of Social and Psychological Factors in Educational, Occupational, and
Economic Careers had its origins in a state-wide inquiry into decisions of youth about education beyond
high school.  A questionnaire was administered to seniors in all high schools in Wisconsin in 1957.  A
sample of approximately 10,000 of these questionnaires was selected for analysis and follow-up studies of
the persons in this sample were conducted in 1964 and 1975.  The 1957 questionnaire dealt with such
matters as the students' educational and vocational plans, family background, place of residence, courses
taken in high school, the encouragement received from parents, teachers and peers for educational plans,
and related matters.  The 1964 follow-up questionnaire was directed to the parents of the seniors who
were asked to provide information on the current occupation or educational status, marital situation, and
current residence of their son or daughter, who was a member of the class of 1957.  To this information
were added data from public records dealing with the schools and the students.  Using this information
we have produced many articles and monographs in which we have studied the influence of such factors
as parents' education, occupation, and economic status, size of community of origin, rural-urban
background, type of curriculum, grades in high school, academic ability, and the encouragement of
parents, teachers and peers on the educational and occupational plans and achievements of the class of
1957.
     The 1975 follow-up study involved the difficult task of locating the persons who were in the 1957
sample and interviewing them about their post-high school experiences. The interviews were done by
telephone by the Wisconsin Survey Research Laboratory and covered such matters as post-secondary
education, current and past occupations, earnings in the past year, work satisfaction, future occupational
plans, marital status, number of children, characteristics of present family, spouse's occupation and
education, and participation in elections and community organizations. We succeeded in locating and
interviewing more than 9,300 persons who were in the original sample.  Although most had changed
their place of residence from 1957 and 1964, almost 75 percent still lived in Wisconsin.  It has taken
more than a year to edit, code, and transfer this information to computer tapes.  This brief summary of
results is based on the first runs of these tapes through the computer.
     Before proceeding with the results, it should be stated that the information given us by our
respondents is held in strictest confidence.  Information that would identify the members of our sample,
such as names, addresses, telephone numbers, etc. is kept in a separate locked file and is not transferred
to the computer tapes which we use in the analysis.  All of our analysis is reported in tables and statistical
summaries which make it impossible to identify individuals.
     Our results will be discussed under the following headings:  Family Formation and Dissolution;
Post-High School Education; Occupational Experiences; Economic Status and Earnings; Political and
Social Participation; and Process Models of Achievement.  
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Family Formation and Dissolution

     The behavior of the members of the class of 1957, who were on the average between 35 and 36 years
of age at the time we interviewed them in 1975, provides little support for the current popular notions
regarding the weakness and instability of the American family.  Approximately nine out of ten are
married and currently living with their spouses, one in twenty are separated or divorced, one in twenty
have never married, and only one in a hundred are widows or widowers.  If we look at the incidence of
divorce in our sample, we find that approximately one in ten of our respondents have been divorced at
one time or another but of these more than half have remarried and are currently living with their new
spouses.  The men in our sample are slightly less likely to have experienced divorce than the women, but
the differences are not significant.  Likewise, men are slightly less likely than women to have never
married.
     In general the members of our sample tended to marry early.  The median age at first marriage for
the men was 23 (this means that half of them were married by this age), with less than one in ten
marrying before reaching age 19, whereas, for the women, the median age at first marriage was 21 and
fully one-third had married by age 19.  As would be expected, those who did not go to college married
earlier than those who went. The median age at marriage for those who did not go to college was 20 for
women and 23 for men; for those who went to college the median age at marriage was 22 for women and
24 for men.  It is interesting to note that those who marry early run a high risk of divorce; almost a fourth
of the men and a fifth of the women who had married in 1958 or earlier had later divorced.  Men who do
not go on to college are more likely to be divorced than those who go to college, but there is no difference
in the divorce rates of college and non-college women.  The highest divorce rates in our study are for
those college graduates who had married in 1958 or earlier, probably reflecting the double strain of early
marriage and adjustment to college life; more than a fourth of the men and over a third of the women
who married early and eventually graduated from college had been divorced at the time of the survey.    

The general tendency was for both men and women to choose spouses with similar educational
achievements to their own.  For example, nine-tenths of the men who did not go on to post-secondary
education married women who have no more than 12 years of schooling  whereas only one-third of those
who graduated from college have wives who have 12 years or less schooling.  For women, the same
general trends hold but women are much more likely than men to marry spouses with more education
than they have themselves.  Obviously, there are many exceptions to these patterns; for example,
one-fifth of the men and one- tenth of the women with post-graduate degrees have spouses who have no
education beyond high school.

Not only are the members of the class of 1957 strongly committed to marriage but also to having
children:  Less than one in ten of the families are childless, less than an additional one in ten have only
one child, and the norm is the two- or three-child family. Moreover, a considerable number of our
respondents have large families--approximately one-fourth have four or more children.  There is no
marked difference in the number of children by the income level of the family.  Those who graduate
from college are likely to have the smallest families.  Catholics tend to have the largest families. As would
be expected, those who marry early tend to have larger families, regardless of income, education, or
religion, than those who marry late.
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Post-High School Education

Over 70 percent of the members of our sample eventually obtained some formal education after
high school graduation, either in colleges and universities or in vocational-technical schools.  Of those
who obtained additional schooling, about half went to 
college and half to vocational-technical institutions.  Sex differences are marked; approximately 80
percent of the men but only 63 percent of the women obtained post-high school education.
     Three-quarters of those who attended college went directly from high school to college, but men were
much more likely to delay college entry for one to five years than were women.  This was probably due in
large part to their desire to complete their military obligations before entering college.  Of all persons
who went to college, one in every twenty delayed college entry for at least six years after high school
graduation.  A much higher proportion of men and women who went directly to college from high school
eventually graduated than of those who entered college later. 
     Just over one-fifth of those who went to college attended a college or university outside of Wisconsin
(22 percent).  Most of those going to out-of-state institutions attended college in the neighboring states,
Michigan, Illinois, Iowa and Minnesota, but at least a few attended schools in every state in the union. 
By far the largest number of our respondents went to the University of Wisconsin-Madison (22 percent).
The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee and Marquette University were the next most commonly
selected institutions (7 percent each).  The former Wisconsin State Colleges and the extension centers
taken together enrolled about 30 percent of the students. The private four-year colleges enrolled just over
12 percent.  Women were less likely to enroll at the University of Wisconsin-Madison or at Marquette
University than men, but were more likely than men to enroll in the other public and private colleges in
Wisconsin.
     The factors that had most effect on the college attendance of our respondents were, in order of
importance, their gender, their grades in high school, the education of their parents, their father's
occupation, the income level of their family, the size of their family, and whether they came from rural or
urban communities.  Of all of these, the most important was their gender.  The men in our sample
enjoyed a 1.3 times better chance of going to college than women.  Men's chances of obtaining a
Bachelor's degree were 1.5 times better than women's and of going on to graduate or professional school
were 3.1 times better than for women.   

As would be expected, those who made the best grades in high school were much more likely to
go to college, to graduate, and to go on to post-graduate and professional schools.  However, there were
many people who made good grades in high school who did not go on to college, especially among
women; a fifth of the men and half of the women who were in the top fourth of their class did not go on
to college.  Also, there were many people who went to college who did not make good grades in high
school; about a fifth of the men and a tenth of the women who were in the bottom fourth of their class
went to college--some of them graduated and a few went on to graduate and professional schools. 
     Father's and mother's education were also very important factors in the educational achievements of
their children.  The sons and daughters of parents who were high school graduates were much more
likely to attend college than were those with less-educated parents.  Those whose parents had gone to
college were still much more likely to attend and to graduate from college than were those whose parents
had not themselves attended college.  This is not to say that all students whose parents did not have the
advantages of advanced education did not themselves go to college--indeed, about one-fifth of the women
whose mothers had eight grades or less of schooling attended college and almost a third of the men
whose fathers had only eight grades of schooling went to college.  However, almost two-thirds of the
daughters whose mothers had gone to college went on to college themselves and over three-quarters of
the sons whose fathers had gone to college also went to college.
     Those whose fathers were in the professional and managerial occupations were most likely to go on to
college and eventually to receive the most education.  The sons and daughters of other white-collar
workers ranked next, followed by those with blue- collar backgrounds.  The children of farmers were
least likely of all to obtain a college education.
     Family income was, of course, an important factor in college attendance for the members of the class
of 1957.  Of those from families whose income placed them in the top quarter of the distribution, 57
percent went to college, whereas of those whose family income was in the bottom quarter, only 25
percent went to college.  The effect of family income on women's college attendance was great in all
income levels.  Thus, in the top income group 64 percent of the men and 51 percent of the women went
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to college and in the low income group 30 percent of the men and 20 percent of the women attended
college.  However, the importance of parental income should not be overstated. As the above figures
show, many men and women from high income families did not go to college and a sizeable number of
those from families with quite low income attended college.  Moreover, most of those from low income
levels who went to college managed to graduate, even though they may have had limited financial help
from their parents.
     Those who came from small families, especially only children and those with not more than one
brother or sister, were much more likely to go to college than were those from larger families.  More than
half of the men and two-fifths of the women from one- or two-child families attended college, whereas
only a third of the men and a fifth of the women from families with five or more children went to college.
     Those in our sample who came from rural areas and small communities were much less likely to go to
college than were those from urban areas, with those from Madison and Milwaukee, the two largest cities
in the state, being the most likely to attend.  No doubt the presence of public and private universities in
these cities made it easier for these people to attend. In all residential categories men were more likely to
attend college than were women.
 
Occupational Experiences and Job Satisfaction

The occupational experiences of the class of 1957 are many and varied and have been markedly
influenced by their gender, their family backgrounds, and their educational levels.  Ninety-seven percent
of the men in our sample were gainfully employed at the time of our survey, two percent were
unemployed, and one percent were not in the labor force.  Fifty-seven percent of the women were
currently employed, three percent were unemployed, and 40 percent were not in the labor force.  The
low unemployment rate of the members of our sample doubtless reflects their higher than average
educational status (all are at least high school graduates) and the fact that they were nearing their most
productive age level at the time of the survey.  The high level of labor force participation for the women
in our sample clearly reflects the general trend in our society toward the gainful employment of women
but is strikingly high in light of the fact that most of these women are married and have relatively young
children.

Ninety-four percent of the mothers in our sample worked before they were married, more than
three-quarters worked after their marriage and before the birth of their first child, about one-third went
back to work after the birth of the first, second, or third child, and over half returned to work after the
birth of their last child. Thus, it is apparent that the women in the class of 1957 are strongly committed,
not only to family life and child rearing, but also to occupational careers.    

Well over half (57 percent) of the men in our sample are in white-collar jobs: 24 percent are in
professional work (medicine, law, engineering, teaching, etc.); 26 percent are administrators, proprietors,
and managers; and 7 percent are in retail sales and clerical work.  Blue-collar occupations are followed
by 43 percent of the men in the sample:  18 percent are in skilled work; 17 percent are in other
blue-collar work; 4 percent are in service occupations; and 4 percent are farmers.   

The distribution of the occupations of the women in our sample, based on their current or last
job, is quite different.  More than two-thirds of the women are in white-collar occupations; they tend to
be about equally represented with men in the professional category, are under-represented in the
administrative, proprietors, and managers category, but are much over-represented in clerical work and
retail sales (two-fifths of all employed women are in this category).  If we further examine the professional
category, women tend to be concentrated in two professional occupations-- public school teaching and
nursing--whereas men are more likely to be in the engineering, law, and medical professions. 

As would be expected there is a marked relationship, for both sexes, between education and
occupation.  Among men with Bachelor's or advanced degrees, six out of ten are in the professions, three
in ten are administrators, proprietors, and managers, and only one in ten is in other white-collar and
blue-collar occupations; whereas for those who had no post-secondary training, six out of ten are in the
blue-collar occupations, one in ten is in farming, and three of every ten are in a white-collar job.

Three-quarters of the women with Bachelor's degrees are in the professional category.  In
contrast, almost half of the women with only high school education are in clerical and sales work, and
only one-sixth are in other white-collar jobs. 
     We asked the respondents to tell us about their father's occupation at the time they (the respondents)
were high school seniors so that we might compare son's and daughter's occupations with those of their
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fathers.  From this comparison there are some very interesting results.  There is a general tendency of
occupational inheritance from father to son; that is, sons are likely to be in the same occupations as their
fathers, especially in the high status occupations.  Thus, four in ten of the sons of professional workers
became professionals and four in ten of the sons of administrative, proprietor, and managerial workers
were in the same occupational category as their fathers.  The tendency of sons to be in their father's
occupation is less marked for sons of blue-collar workers, about half of whom became white-collar
workers, especially professionals and administrators, proprietors, and managers, probably reflecting the
fact that their educational levels greatly exceed those of their fathers.  The sons of farmers were almost
the only recruits to farming, but even sons of farmers were more likely to become either skilled or
semi-skilled workers than to become farmers.  This doubtless is due to decreasing openings in farming.   

Daughters are considerably less likely to follow their fathers' occupations than are sons.  The one
big exception is that daughters of professionals are even more likely than sons of professionals to become
professionals.  Otherwise, the most frequent occupational category of all women, regardless of their
father's occupation, is clerical and retail sales work; and even for those whose fathers are in the
professions, clerical and retail sales is the next most likely occupational destination. Roughly a quarter to
a half of the daughters of fathers from each occupational category were engaged in clerical and retail
sales jobs.  There was also a tendency for women from all occupational backgrounds to enter professional
occupations, ranging from one-sixth of the daughters of semi-skilled and unskilled fathers to one-half of
the daughters of professionals.

We asked employed persons in the class of 1957 to tell us about the level of their satisfaction with
their current or last job.  In light of recent claims in the public press about the alienation of people from
their work, it is interesting to learn that less than one in ten members of the class of 1957 indicated any
degree of dissatisfaction with their current or last jobs.  There were no marked differences in the levels of
job satisfaction between men and women.  There was little, if any, relation between level of education
and job satisfaction.  Job satisfaction varies some according to occupation.  Those in the administrative,
proprietor, or managerial category tend to be most satisfied, and semi-skilled and unskilled workers are
least satisfied with their jobs, but in no other occupational category than the latter do as many as one in
ten of the men or women indicate any dissatisfaction with their jobs.

When asked whether they would continue to work if they were completely free to choose not to,
almost nine out of every ten men and women said they would choose to continue to work.  The level of
education of the respondent had little relationship to the choice among men, but among women those
with college degrees were more likely than those with less education to say that they would continue to
work, even if free to choose not to.   

As still another indicator of work satisfaction, we asked people to tell us whether ten years in the
future they would wish to work at the same job they now hold or at some other job.  Here there is a
substantial difference between the sexes:  over half (54 percent) of the men said they would choose to
work in the same job, but well under half (44 percent) of the women desire to work at the same job. 
Level of education has little relationship to desire for job change for either sex.  However, there is a
marked difference in the wish to be in a different job according to current occupational category for both
men and women.  Among men, only one in every six farmers would like to be in another job in the
future, in contrast with those in clerical and retail sales, semi-skilled and unskilled jobs, and service work,
where over half of the workers would like to be in other jobs.  Among women, professional workers and
administrators, proprietors, and managers are most definite about wishing to remain in their current
work, whereas those who are in blue-collar and service jobs are most likely to wish to change jobs in the
future.  The greater satisfaction of men with their current job probably reflects the fact that men in our
society are more likely to have greater choice than women in the choice of occupations.  Also, men have
had longer and more continuous employment experience than women.  Thus, by mid-life men have
established occupational careers that they like or to which they have fully accommodated.

Economic Status:  Earnings

Of all of the differences between men and women in the class of 1957, the greatest contrast is in
the annual earnings they report for full-time year-around work.  The average (mean) earnings for men
and women are $16,900 and $7,900, respectively.  (These are the total earnings of all full-time workers
divided by the number of workers.)  The median earnings of men are $15,000 and of women $8,000.
(This means that half of the
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men [or women] earned more than this figure and half earned less.)    
There is great variation between women and men in annual earnings according to educational

level.  For males the median salary of those who had no post-secondary education is $12,900; for those
with vocational-technical education it is $14,000; for those with some college it is $15,100; for those with
a Bachelor's degree it is $18,300; and for those with post-graduate and professional training it is $20,100. 
Among women the differences in earnings were also great according to educational level. The median for
those with no post-secondary education is $6,800; for those with vocational-technical training it is $7,300;
for those with some college it is $7,700; for those with Bachelor's degrees it is $9,300; and for those with
post-graduate or professional training it is $13,400.  Note that for equal levels of education men received
much higher levels of compensation than women.      

When we examine men's median earnings by occupational classification, we find, as would be
expected, that those in the professional category and those in the administrative, proprietors, and
managers category earn far more than those in any other category, the medians being $16,900 and
$17,800, respectively.  Men in skilled work earn more than clerical and retail sales workers, the medians
being $14,300 and $13,500, respectively.  Men in semi-skilled and unskilled work and those in service
work follow with medians of $13,100 and $12,700, respectively.  Farmers report by far the lowest dollar
earnings; their median is $9,200.

In every occupational category women's median earnings are much lower than men's. The
contrasts are greatest in the administrative, proprietors, and managers category, where women's median
earnings are $9,000 below the median for men.  The median full-time annual earnings of women in this
category are 49 percent of those of men.  But in every other category the differences are also great; for
example, in the two other categories in which women are commonly employed, clerical and retail sales,
and service work, their median earnings are only 58 percent and 51 percent, respectively, of the male
medians.  Women's medians are more nearly equal to men's in the professions but are still only 62
percent of male averages.      

The major conclusions that may be drawn from our analysis of men's and women's educational,
occupational, and economic experiences are:      

Women, even though they earned somewhat better grades in high school, are less likely to go to
college, less likely to graduate from college, and much less likely to go on to post-graduate and
professional training than men. Women are considerably less likely to be employed than men and, if
employed, are more likely to be in part-time jobs.  Women are likely to be concentrated in the
professional occupational category--especially as teachers and nurses, in clerical and sales work, and in
service work.  Men tend to be spread more evenly throughout all categories of occupations.
     Men in full-time employment have much higher annual earnings than women.  These differences
cannot be fully explained by the fact that men ultimately obtain more education and better jobs than
women.  At every educational level men's full-time annual (median) earnings exceed those of women by
from $6,100 for those with only high school education to $9,000 for those with Bachelor's degrees.  In
every occupational category men's median earnings greatly exceed women's; the differences range from
$9,000 for those in the administrative, proprietors, and managers category to $5,500 for those in the
service occupations.
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Social Participation and Related Matters

     The members of the class of 1957 were at mid-life (aged 35-36) at the time they were interviewed and,
since most of them had school aged children, were at the stage in their life-cycle in which interest and
participation in community affairs is likely to be greatest.  This is clearly reflected in the extent of their
membership in community organizations.  Perhaps the most striking fact is that 88 percent of the
members of our sample are church members:  87 percent of the men and 89 percent of the women. Of
those with religious affiliations 52 percent are Protestants, 45 percent are Catholics, and only 3 percent
belong to other religious bodies.  Not only does the overwhelming majority belong to church but also
over half attend services weekly; almost a third attend twice a month; and approximately a sixth attend
less frequently or not at all. There are sharp differences between the genders in church attendance with
women being more likely to attend regularly than men.  Level of education makes little difference in
church attendance but the most striking difference between the genders is that women who did not go on
to college are the most likely of all educational categories to attend church regularly, whereas men in this
educational category are the least likely to attend church regularly.
     On the average, our sample members belong to two or more community organizations, in addition to
their church.  More than a third belong to three or more organizations and more than a tenth are
members of five or more organizations.  There are some male-female differences in membership in
organizations.  Contrary to usual expectations, the women in our sample are less likely to belong to
organizations, other than church, than are the men.  The lower membership of women in organizations
perhaps may be explained by the fact that a majority of them work outside of the home and also are
homemakers with relatively young children to take care of.  Consequently, they may have less time and
possibly less energy for community organizations than do men.  Membership in organizations varies by
education for both sexes:  The general rule is the higher the educational level, the more organizations to
which one belongs.
     When we examine active participation, as indicated by frequent attendance and by holding offices
and responsible positions in organizations, we find that, even though some of our respondents are only
minimally involved, at least two-thirds are active participants in one or more community organizations
(other than church) and almost half are actively involved in two or more organizations.  Again, men are
somewhat more likely to be actively involved than women and the higher the educational level the
greater the active involvement in the organizations of the community.      

The single community organization (other than church) in which the largest segment of our
respondents (over one-third) participated is the PTA.  Sports teams were only slightly less likely to draw
the participation of our sample members.  Other organizations in which sample members are quite likely
to participate include youth groups, professional associations, labor unions, and civic and business
organizations, each of which was participated in by 15 to 20 percent of our respondents.  Organizations
in which 5 to 15 percent of the sample participate include:  fraternal, charitable, and veterans
organizations; neighborhood improvement associations; political clubs; country clubs; and community
centers.  In some of these organizations, participation differs greatly between women and men.  Thus,
women are more likely to participate in the PTA, church-related organizations, organizations for
children and youth, and charitable organizations, and men are more frequently participants in sports
teams, labor unions, professional associations, and fraternal organizations.      

Two other aspects of participation should be mentioned, neither of which involves membership
in formal organizations.  The first is voting in elections.  The members of our sample were asked if they
had voted in the most recent congressional election (November 1974).  Seventy-three percent of both
men and women of the class of 1957 reported that they had voted.  This is an unusually high percentage
in comparison with that of all eligible voters in the state (38 percent) and may be explained by two facts:
Our sample is at an age in which political interest tends to be high, and our sample is composed of people
who are all at least high school graduates.  All studies of voting behavior show that the higher the
educational level of the person, the more likely he/she is to vote.  This same rule holds true even in our
relatively highly educated sample. The range in voting is from 64 percent for those with no post-high
school education to 83 percent for college graduates.  Blue-collar workers were least likely and
professional workers were most likely to have voted; the percentages voting are 66 and 80 percent,
respectively.      

The second matter of interest is the extent to which our respondents pay informal visits to or
receive visits from their friends.  We asked about the number of visits with friends in a month.  Six out of
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every ten of our respondents reported four or more visits per month and fewer than one in ten reported
no visits.  Women tend to visit more with friends than do men but the only marked difference is that
women are more likely to report five or more visits per month.
     In sum, the members of the class of 1957 are active participants in the organizational life of their
communities, especially in church activities and in those organizations dealing with children and youth,
sports and recreation, and occupational interests. They are active in political affairs and are much more
likely to vote in important elections than are citizens generally.  Moreover, they have frequent informal
visiting relationships with their relatives, friends, and neighbors.  By no way do the members of the class
of 1957 resemble the stereotypic picture of the uninvolved and alienated citizen of the United States so
frequently portrayed in the mass media!

Process Models of Achievements

In addition to the findings already presented, we have developed process models that show how
such social background factors influence grades in school, educational and occupational plans and how
these factors in turn influence subsequent educational, occupational and economic achievements. These
models have been adopted for use not only in Wisconsin, but also in other states and nations in the
development of programs for increased educational opportunities, job training, job security and other
programs designed to increase the educational, occupational and earnings opportunities for both men
and women.

As you probably know, we are now planning a resurvey of the more than 9,000 of you who
responded to our 1975 survey of the class of 1957, along with one of your siblings. The interview will
contain questions about your current occupation, your family members, your children's education,
occupation and marital status, your contacts with your parents and your children who have left home,
your participation in local and national organizations, your health and your plans for the future. The
information you furnish us will be held in strict confidence, just as it has in the past. No one other than
the project staff will have access to the interviews. The information you give us will be transferred
immediately to computer tapes that contain no names or other means of identification of any individual.
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The findings of the study will be presented in a series of articles and monographs. These
publications will contribute to the general understanding of the situation of people and families at the
"empty nest" stage of their life cycle as well as to an understanding of the factors which have influenced
their varied experiences and achievements over the life course.

We thank you for your continued cooperation in this important study because in so doing you
will have contributed to a truly unique research enterprise. No other large group of people have been so
successfully followed or so extensively studied over such a long period. We appreciate the cooperation we
continue to have from each of you and we renew our pledge to make good use of the research data you
will have furnished us.
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