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At the turn of the century women’s suffrage was limited to education. It was thought that because the care and
education of children was a woman’s responsibility, women could understand and take on voting responsibilities
related to school matters. In 1880, New York granted women the right to vote in school board elections, and to
serve on those boards. Not every woman qualified, only those who had children or paid taxes in the district. But
this was a step towards universal women’s suffrage. In 1892, women were permitted to vote and run for the post
of county school commissioner. Ella Gale from Groton, New York was elected School Commissioner of
Tompkins County Second District in that year, becoming the first woman to occupy that position in New York
State. She won despite being a Democratic and Prohibition nominee in a primarily Republican county. Many
women voted in this election- 150 in Dryden and 64 in Varna. By 1900, New York’s educational system boasted
nine female school commissioners.
Most women received their education from the common schools. Some continued on to the high school or to
private academies. By the turn of the century, higher education was available to some women, though not
universally. Emma Eastman was one of two women to begin taking classes at Cornell, with the expectation that
her courses would count for credit when the Trustees officially voted to accept women in the spring of 1872. In
1873, Eastman became Cornell’s first woman graduate. She worked for woman suffrage for much of her life,
dying in California in 1932. In 1874, when Cornell University opened Sage College there were 37 women students
who were often greeted with disdain, even by the faculty. But they persisted and by 1910, 397 women were
enrolled, including several women of color. In 1880, Suffragist May Gorslin Preston Slosson earned her Ph.D. in
Philosophy at Cornell, becoming the first woman in the U.S. to do so. The NYS College of Veterinary Medicine
was an early pioneer in educating women, bestowing the first DVM degree on a woman in the United States,
Florence Kimball, in 1910. Women who could not attend college found methods of self-education through clubs,
lectures, and libraries. They used their local libraries and founded Literary Clubs.
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