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Her engagement and pending marriage would seem to be the “obvious rea-

son” for not attending further classes or teaching. Interestingly, if that is the 

case, Colby seems to caution Nette not to leap into marriage herself. The above 

letter also makes clear that by the spring of , Colby had attended her last 

class. She also wrote numerous poems between her engagement in  and her 

marriage in the summer of , indicating that she may have spent the winter 

months in Cherry Valley, not teaching or matriculating.32 

 Colby’s life to this point dovetails neatly with what has been characterized as 

the “domestic life cycle” of a proper, northeastern, native-born, white woman. 

This domestic life cycle had its beginnings in childhood, where games, toys, 

children’s literature, and education were gender speci c and designed to instill 

proper norms and cultural beliefs. After the completion of a girl’s available 

educational opportunities, which at mid-century terminated at no higher than 

the secondary level, a proper young woman’s next steps were quite limited. She 

frequently stayed home and apprenticed at her mother’s side until her early 

twenties or in some cases, particularly in the New England area, she taught 

school for a short period of time. The ultimate goal for a true woman, however, 

was to marry and move to the next stage of the cycle. This phase of a woman’s 

life—marriage with the roles of wife, mother, and household manager—was 

even more directly set by law and societal norms than was childhood. Married 

women’s legal rights were strictly limited. Prescriptive literature that spelled 

out proper guidelines for behavior saturated nineteenth-century material cul-

ture, and societal pressure to conform was intense.33
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