Megan Birk Descriptive Transcript
Screen shows graphic for “MicNite talks by utk faculty” along with the University of Tennessee, Knoxville graphic.
A small box shows the speaker, Megan Birk
A larger box shows his presentation slides.
First slide introduces speaker with words: “Megan Birk – Professor, Department of History – College of Arts and Sciences” with the title “Campus Babies: Motherhood, Home Economics, and the Evolution of Adoption”
Audience counts down “3,2,1” as the numbers appear on the screen
Presentation slide changes to three photos side-by-side. On the left – an egg wrapped in a blanket with a small hat – with the words “Baby Project” behind it. In the center – a historical image of a book called “The Parent’s Assistant”. On the right – a picture of a home economics classroom with students handling a babydoll.
Birk: “How do people learn to be parents? Is it tradition? Trial and error from your own parents? Maybe it's an egg you carried around in health class. What if I told you that before the egg, between the 1920s and the 1950s, there were real babies and thousands of college students helped raise them.”
Presentation slide changes to old comic strip depicting a woman running up stairs from two children. It depicts her running away from love, marriage, children and toward suffrage, professional triumph and strife.
Birk: “In the 1920s, people in the United States were afraid of a lot of things: communism, immigration, women working, women voting. More women going to college exacerbated those fears. Their major of choice was often home economics, which blended laboratory science with a way to kind of reflect on home and family.”
Presentation slide changes to comic strip illustrating the Progressive Party. It shows people walking the “Open Road” toward the words liberty, justice and equality
Birk: “Meeting the fears and problems of the day was a hallmark of a movement known as progressivism. It was popular in the US in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Progressives believed that no social problem was unsolvable, and they used science and expertise to try.”
Presentation slide changes to comic strip showing children working on a large water wheel with the words “Profits on Child Labor”
Birk: “Things progressives helped with include regulating child labor and making our food safer. But things progressives also did include eugenics and prohibition. They were committed to alleviating problems in the home, and they thought that having women in their roles as mothers was a way to do that.”
Presentation slide changes to two pictures of women in school kitchens and laboratories.
Birk: “By the 1920s, most coed land grant campuses had massive home economics programs. What could be a better public service to the public than ensuring those women left with a degree and a newfound respect for taking science and turning it inward toward their home and family?”
Presentation slide changes to picture of old CDC map detailing the state-by-state infant mortality rates in the United States in 1935.
Birk: “Reformers believed women needed this information, because they were trying to resolve the long, and, frankly, pretty shameful record of high child mortality in the United States. Improved sanitation, diet, nutrition. All progressive efforts could be used alongside science and medicine to rationalize motherhood.”
Presentation slide changes to two pictures showing women interacting with babies and young children
Birk: “Women and children and the nation would all benefit. But can you teach motherhood in a laboratory? What if that laboratory was a house? Let's say it was on or near campus. Students could live there. What if that laboratory practice house had a real life baby inside? Students could help raise it.”
Presentation slide changes to two pictures. One on the left shows the outside of a house. On the right, college-aged women sitting around a dinner table
Birk: “More than a dozen colleges and universities added babies to their practice house programs. Most were land grant schools. Iowa State, Minnesota, Cornell, and the University of Tennessee. Students lived here during their senior year for about 6 to 8 weeks.”
Presentation slide changes to a picture of dozens of young girls in white dresses. It is captioned “Girls at the Davenport Orphan Home, Bath, N.Y.”
Birk: “They practiced budgeting, all kinds of other sort of household activities. Babies were initially not hard to come by. Progressive era efforts to help save children from poverty and neglect, had actually resulted in overflowing orphanages, foundling hospitals, and boarding homes.”
Presentation slide changes to picture of professor and several college-aged women holding a baby
Birk: “In 1910, there were 95,000 children in institutional care, so campus officials requested temporary custody of babies and toddlers. They got them through child services and juvenile court. The university provided food, medicine and clothing, and most of them were wards of the state, so they were eligible for adoption.”
Presentation slide changes to two pictures. On the left, you see a baby in a stroller, and on the right – two women pushing a baby in a stroller.
Birk: “Students took turns being the baby's mom. They kept a strict schedule. They did diaper duty and middle of the night wake ups and sometimes stroller rides across campus. First words, first steps, teething records were all recorded in baby books.”
Presentation slide changes to picture of book “living with Baby” with yawning baby on front
Birk: “The goal was not just to teach these students motherhood. Land grant schools. Public facing mission was important here. Rural extension agents, many of whom were home graduates, used information about the babies and the practice houses to circulate content across the states to other mothers as a way to help them.”
Presentation slide changes to picture of old newspaper with article titled “Apprenticing for Motherhood”
Birk: “Newspapers, Magazines, radio broadcasts: often featured stories about the students and the babies. They talked about food preparation and toys, what books students were reading to babies. Brands like Gerber sponsored practice houses and provided products.”
Presentation slide changes to old picture of baby from practice house program
Birk: “As news of campus babies spread. Home economics department Scott requests to adopt the children. Alumni tried to use their connections to get a baby. Desperate couples wrote heartfelt notes to faculty. But, faculty were not in charge of that process. This power of adoption remained with the state and the court.”
Presentation slide changes to image from old home economics text book on the physical growth (specifically of teeth) in babies/toddlers
Birk:” This marked a significant change in the adaptability of children on campus. Adoption during the 20s and 30s was relatively uncommon thanks to people's beliefs in eugenics and their worries about traits that could be inherited from unwed mothers. Babies on campus had been vetted, and they seemed more guaranteed to be normal.”
Presentation slide changes to picture of textbook about laboratory nursery schools with an image of a woman and young child at a table
Birk: “This process remained mostly unchanged until after World War Two, when campuses were rapidly changing to make room for returning GIs. In minimized women's attendance and fewer women finished their degrees. The postwar baby boom was for biological children, but it created an adoption boom as well.”
Presentation slide shows image of old typewriter-typed letter titled “Notice to Working Mothers”. It talks about a vacancy for an infant at a University’s Home Management House
Birk: "In the surge to create a family by any means necessary. Childless couples raced to baby brokers, adoption agencies, orphanages, and unwed pregnant women trying to find a baby. Campuses were left without space for the houses, with fewer full time students and eventually without babies.”
Presentation slide shows image from old newspaper – of 6 young women – watching over an infant. The picture is captioned “Like Real Mothers” 
Birk: “Historians don't just find a good story, although this is one we think about. Context. Why did something happen? Why is it important? There is novelty in the notion that college students raised orphaned babies, and it made them more adaptable. But what did this mean for the students and the children in their care for babies?”
Presentation slide changes to old picture in a family photo book – of a young man and woman holding an infant. It has the title “Hopeful”
Birk: “Going to campus meant love, attention, and it increased the likelihood of an adoptive home. It altered the trajectory of entire lives. For students, it put textbook learning into practice, and it imparted on them not just the sort of realities of motherhood, but also the expectations. They took those lessons home.”
Presentation slide changes to old picture of baby in stroller outside of house. The photo is captioned “She has brought the practice to balance the science”
Birk: “This project highlights the intervention of expertise in parenting, and it also explains how women defended themselves against charges that a scientific college education ruined women for motherhood. And it did that by placing modernizing motherhood at the forefront of educational outcomes.”
Presentation slide changes back to generic Micnite graphic
Audience applauds



