Bias Against Women in Sciences

Q. In an attempt to curry your favor and heed your preferences for brevity, here goes: Our daughter Alison is the editor of her college paper. Last week was her first edition. We are of course very proud. Alison's only "B" in high school was in physics. Upon quizzing her instructor as to how she could raise her grade, his response was "Perhaps she doesn't have an affinity for physics." The word "affinity" is now a four-letter word in our household.

How do you see America's future in the sciences, given this type of bias against women in that field?

Thanks for your time, always pleased to read of successful women in journalism. 

— Steve Ward

A. Congratulations to you and to Alison on her first edition! No doubt she didn't have to break a sweat to produce it, she must have an affinity for editing college newspapers.

Just kidding. Alison’s physics teacher’s remark reflects a pervasive perception in our culture that there is a biological basis — “affinity’’ — for the things we are good at and the things we are bad at. And, in fact, there probably is. Scientists are discovering evidence for genetic predispositions for traits from obesity to high IQ scores. 

But I’m willing to bet that a genetic predisposition for being good at physics could crumble in the face of a teacher’s lack of faith in your ability to learn. As these bits of biological data mount, so does the danger that we will slip even deeper into a biologically determinist view of the world and ourselves. This doesn’t just apply to the specter of biological differences being misconstrued to enforce gender and racial stereotypes. If the (now vast) gaps in our understanding of how genes account for behavioral traits are filled in, and if we can all get our genomes scanned for a few hundred dollars, we may each know our predispositions from birth. On the one hand, that would shake up stereotypes, because variation between individuals within any group would almost certainly be greater than that between groups (men and women, whites and blacks, Yankees and Red Sox fans). On the other hand, scientists are only just beginning to unravel the complex interaction between genes and environment. And so we run the risk of attributing far too much, far too soon, to our biology. 

Alison, clearly, is doing great. But am I worried about America's future in the sciences, given the gender bias? Yes! Here’s a not-so-fun fact that was cut from one of my recent stories: American 15-year-olds scored well below the majority of their peers in advanced industrialized countries in a recent test of science literacy — 14th after countries like Japan, Finland and Canada! Clearly, we need all the girls we can get.

Oh and just for the record, I have no preference for enforced brevity, as you can probably tell from this lengthy answer. In fact, I am a proponent of long, narrative stories because those are what I most enjoy writing. I’m just concerned about (mostly speculative!) research that suggests it is hard to hold the attention of Web readers for long. Feel free to contradict me, so I can cut and paste them to my editors, in bite-size chunks. 

