
RICHMOND TIMES-DISPATCH u u u TUESDAY, APRIL 12, 2011A11

Op/Ed TimesDispatch.com
Search: opinion

T he international com-
munity has long recog-
nized that economic

development and quality of
life hinge on the education
and participation of women
in work. The education of
girls and employment of
women are indicators of
economic progress, in the
U.N. Millennium Goals, be-
cause they have one of the
highest returns on invest-
ment.

The good news is that
American women are now
going to college at the high-
est rate in U.S. history. In
fact, women earn 57 percent
of all bachelor’s degrees and
just under half of all Ph.Ds.
They are preparing for jobs
that can support a family,
because they realize that
they will need to do just that.

At the same time, women
still spend more hours in a
week parenting and doing
housework. There is a greater
burden on women to sustain
families, due to the lag in
changing gender roles at
home, family-friendly work
policies and providing ade-
quate support for universal,
convenient and quality child
care. Other developed coun-
tries have moved faster in
making these kinds of chang-
es.

The albatross is the de-
moralizing e�ect of realizing
that in spite of an equal edu-
cation for women, the
chances for equal pay don’t
follow. At every education
level, women continue to
earn less than similarly edu-
cated men. Even one year
out of college, there is a pay
gap of 5 percent.

It’s not only the insult of
realizing that because of
physical characteristics, a
girl’s wages are “shorted”
while her male pals prosper.
The cumulative e�ect of that
shortage is estimated to be
more than $200,000 in the
course of a working life. This
is signi�cant, especially in
light of longer lives and the
corresponding greater need
for retirement savings. We, in
America, value economic
independence, self-reliance
and wealth. It’s in society’s
interest that more women
improve their �nancial secu-
rity. Let’s give women (mar-
ried, single, divorced or wid-
owed) an equal chance at it.

We could have a system
that used other arbitrary
physical characteristics to
determine relative pay —
say, the amount of hair on
your head. Traditions like
discrimination against wom-
en in the workplace are usu-
ally based on misinforma-
tion. For example, a century
ago it was claimed that edu-
cating women would cause
their reproductive organs to
atrophy. We still have people
believing that female brains
are not suited for complexity
and work — ironically ar-
gued, in some cases, by
women with substantial
educations.

It’s time to cast o� the
assumption that women
don’t need the money.

Women are half of the
workforce now. They are the
sole breadwinners in 39 per-
cent of families, and partners
in household income in an-
other 24 percent of American
families. The current reces-
sion magni�es the critical
role of women’s salaries in
sustaining families. Only one
in �ve families has a stay-at-
home mother and a bread-
winner father. Yet, our gov-
ernment policies are still
rooted in the fundamental
assumption that families rely
on a single male breadwin-
ner.

We need the Paycheck
Fairness Act, a bill that ad-
dresses persisting discrim-
inatory practices. There are
loopholes and provisions in
existing law that need to be
closed. Whole generations of
daughters, and half of our
working population, are still
wearing the albatross.

Let’s set that albatross free!
Let’s do right by our daugh-
ters and support equal pay
and the Paycheck Fairness
Act.

Ruta Sevo is an independent consultant
and a member of the American Associa-
tion of University Women. Contact her
at ruta@momox.org.
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W hen Tim Kaine an-

nounced his candida-
cy last week for the

Senate, most people saw the
savvy politician who had
worked his way up from Rich-
mond City Council. But I
know Kaine as a teacher — a
distinguished lecturer in law
and leadership studies at the
University of Richmond,
where I serve as associate
dean for external relations for
the law school.

Kaine allowed me to audit
his Constitutional Law class
last fall, joining 30 bright and
highly motivated third-year
law students. I’m a journalist
and a communications pro-
fessional, not a law student —
this was an exciting and
somewhat intimidating op-
portunity. In his course, “The
Future of Equality in Amer-
ican Constitutional Law,”
Kaine focused on the compli-
cated issue of “equality” in
our legal system, analyzing
laws from the days of the
adoption of our Constitution
until today. At the time he was
teaching, Kaine was chairman
of the Democratic National
Committee. He promised not
to bring his politics into the
classroom, and he kept his
word.

We covered the thorny his-
tory of the Equal Protection
Clause of the Constitution,
starting with slavery, the Civil
War, Dred Scott , and worked
our way up through Brown v.
Board of Education and other
school desegregation deci-
sions. In deconstructing equal
protection, for example, we
had to examine its application
in the time of slavery and in
the context of what Kaine
called “the paradox of wom-
en’s citizenship in the early
republic” — a daunting task.

Once we were grounded in
the constitutional and histor-
ical framework, we explored
equal protection cases dealing
with gay marriage, race, im-

migration, gender equality,
domestic violence, wealth
classi�cations, political partic-
ipation, sexual orientation,
and military service. An en-
gaging storyteller, Kaine
walked us through the contra-
dictions and brilliance of our
founding fathers and the men
and women who have served
on our Supreme Court. He
peppered class discussions
with anecdotes from his work
in the trenches as a civil-rights
attorney representing people
who had been denied housing
because of their race or disa-
bility, and from his years as
mayor of Richmond and gov-
ernor of Virginia.

As we unraveled the ugly
and painful history of slavery,
Kaine explored why equal
protection for all is a core
value for Americans. I now
understood how this applies
to modern debates over issues
such as a�rmative action. I
also realized that today’s de-
bates about the rights of im-
migrants have long and con-
voluted antecedents.

Kaine listened patiently as
students from across the polit-
ical spectrum defended their
ideas. He asked a lot of ques-
tions and treated his students
as colleagues, valuing their

opinions and encouraging
them to be true to their own
convictions. He also urged
Richmond Law students to
consider careers in public
service and shared his story
about the choices he made
after graduating from Harvard
Law School.

With all of Kaine’s connec-
tions and that law-school
degree, he could have earned
millions in the private sector.
Instead, he chose public ser-
vice. He told us about the year
he took o� during law school
to volunteer with Jesuit missi-
onaries in Honduras at a vo-
cational school for teenage
boys — that experience, he
said, inspired him to focus his
career on public service. He
has spent the past 31 years
doing just that.

In my 20 years as a network
news producer, I interviewed
many politicians and covered
countless congressional races,
and I’m well aware that the
candidate on the stump faces
inevitable changes when he or
she moves to Capitol Hill. For
now, Kaine’s sharp mind and
sophisticated political skills
are still tempered by an “aw-
shucks,” boy-next-door
warmth that is rare in Wash-
ington.

I learned a lot about Kaine
when I joined a group of un-
dergraduate students at an
end-of-semester Sunday
brunch at his home. He stood
on his front porch in his worn
checked summer shirt beck-
oning, “Come on in and make
yourselves at home.” Then he
moved to the kitchen to make
iced tea in plastic jugs, while
his wife, Anne Holton, a Har-
vard Law School classmate
and former judge, prepared
platters of hot dogs and sand-
wiches. Together, they put the
�xings on their dining room
table and set a charming col-
lection of mismatched chairs
around the living room.

After lunch Kaine glanced at
his watch and announced, “I
need to meet with my stu-
dents to check on their sum-
mer job prospects.” He ex-
cused himself and pulled the
chairs into a conversation
circle. Then he asked each
student to share their summer
plans. He dispensed some
street-smart advice, and gen-
erously o�ered to write letters
and make calls for those who
needed a helping hand to �nd
a summer job.

One student told me she
couldn’t believe Kaine was,
“so helpful and approach-
able.” She said she was sur-
prised that a former governor
would be so real and generous
with his time. I heard the
same feedback from Rich-
mond School of Law students
who have asked Kaine to key-
note many of their events and
write countless letters of rec-
ommendation.

If, like Hollywood’s Mr.
Smith, Mr. Kaine goes to
Washington as a Virginia sen-
ator, I can’t imagine he could
hold on to every folksy and
endearing quality he now has,
but I’m hoping he’ll hold on
to some things — including
those mismatched chairs.

Roberta Oster Sachs is associate dean for
external relations at the University of
Richmond School of Law. Contact her at
rsachs@richmond.edu.
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