
1. Write an opening paragraph that includes an explanation of the story and a detailed thesis statement that outlines your plan 
for providing a well thought out argument.  Write this in essay form.

2. Outline - Two examples from the story with explanations how each helps to prove your thesis.  Make sure your examples 
reference specific details as well as paragraph numbers.  Also make sure you explain how and why these examples help 
prove your thesis

I Stand Here Ironing by Tillie Olsen



Group 1: 

Open Paragraph: In the short story “I Stand Here Ironing”, a woman reflects on her time spent with her daughter. 
After looking back on this time, she is regretful and recognizes her faults as she is brutally honest with herself. The 
author creates the theme by showcasing the burdens of motherhood, and how affects the state of her children. By 
utilizing imagery and symbolism, one can witness the deterioration of her daughter’s life due to mistreatment.

Outline: “She did not get well. She stayed skeleton thin, not wanting to eat, and night after night she had 
nightmares.”(line 20-21)- The image of the daughter being “skeleton thin” shows that due to all the neglect and 
mistreatment that the daughter went through, she became really sickly and thin as she grew up, from the “beautiful 
baby” that she was at birth. 

“I stand here ironing, and what you asked me moves tormented back and forth with the iron.”(line 1-2) - The iron is 
one of the main symbols in this story because the motion of the  iron symbolizes how she is looking back and forth 
into her life. This “torments” her because of the way she mistreated Emily, she’s regretful of her actions.  



Group 2: 

Parenthood is full of burden and stress, being hard for even experienced mothers. In the story, “I Stand Here 
Ironing”, Emily’s mother felt guilt because she was almost never around for her, and Emily was switched through 
many homes.  She had to go to work as well as raise a child with very little experience, making it hard to be there for 
Emily.  Without a stable parental figure in her life, Emily had very low self esteem as well as many developmental 
problems. 

Examples: “I wish you would manage the time to come in and talk with me about your daughter" (1). This quote is 
an example of that fact that Emily’s mother does not make time for her daughter, this quote is coming from Emily’s 
teacher to the mother.

“Three times I called you, just three times, and then I ran downstairs to open the door so you could come faster. The 
clock talked loud. I threw it away, it scared me what it talked” (pg 610).  This quote shows the beginning of Emily’s 
decent into sickness, which is linked to her mother being absent.



Group 3: 

In, “I Stand Here Ironing” readers are indecisive about if the narrator is a good mother. The reader can infer that she 
was in fact a good mother who cared for the wellbeing of her child even if she could not provide for her, she even 
gave up custody of her daughter to give her a better life. Also, why would she take her daughter to a mental health 
hospital to give her treatment if she did not love or care for her daughter?

● “ After a while I found a job hashing at night so I could be with her days, and it was better. But it came to 
where I had to bring her to his family and leave her.” (page 609) 

○ Explanation….

● “ They persuaded me at the clinic to send her away to a convalescent home in the country where ‘she can have 
the kind of food and care you can’t manage for her, any you’ll be free to concentrate on the new baby’.” (page 
610)

○ Explanation ….



Group 4: 

Open Paragraph- Throughout people’s lives many regretful decision are made that can leave a guilty conscience. In 
the story “I Stand Here Ironing” the narrator regrets not being able to give the best life to her daughter and all of the 
hardships they endured. The mother had to work and survive which left the two of them separated for most of their 
lives and they grew apart.These hardships are very prominent with the use of tone and imagery scattered throughout 
the story and help indicate the theme of regret and guiltiness. 

Examples-

● “Except when we left her alone nights, telling ourselves she was old enough.”(609) This quote shows how the 
mother was trying to make excuses for herself to make a situation, in which she felt guilty, seem better. She 
felt guilty for leaving her daughter alone at a young age and all of the other things her daughter had to go 
through.

● Paragraph 55 - This paragraphs shows how Emily’s life went and describes the events in her life using words 
to paint an image in the reader’s mind. It also goes on to say that the mother was distracted throughout most of 
her life with Emily and that she regrets not being there for Emily when she needed it most.



Group 5: 

“I Stand Here Ironing” is a story describing the burdens of motherhood and the toll it can take on someone, especially as a single 
mother. The narrator describes how much a mother has to sacrifice for her kids and what that can cost for her. To have children by 
yourself not only do you have to be readily available for your children but you also have to spend all of your time working to support 
their needs, which gives a mother no time for herself. The expectations that society has for mothers can be too much to fulfill, especially 
for a single parent. It is not possible to balance tending to your child’s every need while also working to support your family, some 
things have to be sacrifice.

● “It was the only place there was. It was the only way we could be together, the only way I could hold a job.” (paragraph 13) The 
mother had to send her daughter to nursery school during the days so  she could go to work. She had previously sent Emily to 
live with her father’s family because it was too difficult to focus on caring for her and working to support her at the same time. 
Although Emily did not enjoy going to nursery school and often tried to convince her mother not to go, it was the only way the 
two could stay together.

● “They persuaded me at the clinic to send her away to a convalescent home in the country where ‘she can have the kind of food 
and care you can’t manage for her, and you’ll be free to concentrate on the new baby.’” (paragraph 26). She had to send her 
daughter away again in order to get her the care she needed because she couldn’t manage it all by herself. Of course she didn’t 
want to do that but it was for the families own good. 



Group 6:

The societal gender roles put onto mothers of the 1950s are comparatively more sexist based on today’s 
standards. In the short story, “I Stand Here Ironing” by Tillie Olsen, depicts the life of a single mother in the 
1950s, needing to take on both roles of mother and father while raising her child, Emily. The hardship of 
taking on both roles leave her needing to abandon Emily with family in order to provide for themselves. The 
theme, the hardships of single parenting, is evident throughout the piece. It compares the mother when she 
had to fill the roles of both parents, her child ultimately suffering, and when she had a husband to fill in the 
role of the father figure and could remain as a mother, her other children flourishing. The impact a parent has 
on their child is supported throughout the piece by the theme.

● “She was a miracle to me… sharing wanting with us” (609, para. 8) This describes the early on 
suffering the mother had to deal with when raising her first child as a single mother. This not only 
displays the theme of the hardships of parenting, but also shows the impact directly on the mother.

● “It was only with the others… her brother and sisters do.” (609, par. 17) This depicts the four younger 
children being more open and easy to smile because the mother paid more attention with her emotions 
with them, unlike with Emily.



Group 7:

 Motherhood is a very delicate responsibility. Every mother handles this responsibility differently. Some handle it 
better than others. There are a lot of factors that influence the outcome of the relationship between a mother and their 
child. In some situations where the mother can greatly impact a child’s life. In “I Stand Here Ironing”, Tillie Olsen 
uses symbolism such as the motion of the iron and a key to show the various ways in which  motherhood can have a 
negative effect on a child’s adult life. 

- “I stand here ironing, and what you asked me moves tormented back and forth with the iron,” (608, para 1). 
The author introduces the use of the iron in order to begin symbolizing motherhood. The back and forth 
motion of the iron symbolizes the times at which the mother is and is not present in her daughter's life.

- “Even if I came, what good would it do? You think because I am her mother I have a key.” (608, para. 3). 
Olsen mentions the key to show that part of motherhood is looking like they have all the answers, like a master 
key. By the mother practically admitting she does not have a key, she is admitting she has done a bad job being 
the mother in Emily’s life, therefore imposing a long term, negative affect on her life


