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To attract women to engineering in greater numbers. some suggest, they must be able to see
how they are making a difference. By Barbara Wolcott

ender stereotypes have been break-
ing down in the United States for
decades, After all, this is a time
when American servicewonien are
taking positions alongside their male
counterparts i many aspeces of militry
operations. including the Army Corps of En-
gineers, Women have come under fire in Irag.

Weoimen alto are entering many technical fields in un-
precedented numbers. More than hall the medical and
L staclents enrolled today are women.

But chere are some accupations where wornen still have
not shown up in great numbers. The presidency, pro
foathall, and heavyweight boxing come to mind, So do
most felds of engineering and, especially, mechanical
engitecring,

Wikt does that mean to a project manager or to the
CEQ of an engineering company? Ics hard to predicn the
contributions that i lirger presence of wamen can ke
in the engineertng of products.

Womien’s experience in sociery differs from that of

men, Women, therefore, may bring a different perspec-
tive ta product design, for instance, Whats more, in the
United States, where companies face an e IL"hm x short-
age of qualified engineers, women represent jusc over
half the population, and the mechimeal engineering
profission has largely failed to receuit them into its ranks,

The population of female students in higher education
has inereased to the pomt where women make up more
than 50 percent of the cnrollment at colleges and univer-
sities in the Lnited Stages,

According to stnstcs from the American Society of

Engineering Education, women account tor about 20
percent of the Bachelor of Seience degrees in engineer-
ing cach year, In mechanical engineering, womnen repre-
sent about 13 percent of the araduating class,

At o tme when there is a shortage of homegrown engi
neers in the United States. some engineering schools are
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seeing their student populations dechne, In many elass-
rooms, there 15 capacity 1o accommodate an inerese i 5=
dents. Empty chairs ain fieshman classes indicate thae four
years from now schools will not be graduating the sumbers
of qualificd engineers that the country's industey wall need.
Some observers believe thar convineing more women to
enter engmeering will Al some of those empry seats.

It has been suggesred from time to tme chae produce
development could benefic from ideas that women col-
lectively could contribute from their perspective; But
that has te remain o macter of speculation because one
cannot measure what has not been done

A new study jointly sponsared by the Natonal Acade-
my of Seience and the Natonal Academy of Engineer-
ing finds auriton high ameng women who express n-
terest 10 academic science or engieering careers,

“With each step up the academic ladder, from high
school on through fill professorships, the representation of
women inscience and engineering drops substantially,”
the authors report. “As they move from hig
college, more women than men who have expressed an

selioal to

mterest inscience or engineering decide to major in
something elses in the minsiion w graduate school, more
women than men with seience and engineering degrees
apt into other fields of smdy: from docorate to fisst posi-
ton, there are propartonately fewer women than men in
the applicant pool for tenure-track positions.”

The report, which ealls the situation an “underuse of pre:
cious human capitl,” was overseen by a comnuttee chaired
by Dronna Shalala, president of the University of Miami and
former LES, Secretary of Health and IHuman Services:

The MNational Academies’ study focuses an wonien
with advanced degrees, and the difficoltes they face in
promotion and even in getting hired at colleges and i
versiies. According to the study, it is only in the social,
behavioral, and life sciences that the percentage of
women faculty in leading research institations reaches




Californin Polylechnie State Lniversicy

in San Lais Obispo appears to be an ex-

ception. About a thind of engineering fac-

ulty members are women, To encourge stu-

dents, Cal Poly has a very aceive chapter of the Women in
Frgineering prooram, ameong the Ligest an the nation,

Working with the Soctety of Women Engineers to lost

regular meetings and community service activitics, the

o aims at building o network for female engineering

and computer seience students, The program hosts an

annual banguet with industey representatives ta give sti-

dents direct contact with potential emplovers.

According ta Helene Finger, director of the Women's

Enginecring Program at Cal Pely, *We have an advisory

board with representatives from o variery of mdusoeies

tellingr us they are desperate for cngineers,” Fi dd that

LS, comnpanies gencrally prefer to hire LLS, engineers, but

can't finel enongh of them. They are forced to recrit

them from other countsies. Defense contracts may
require that only LLS, citizens work on sensitive
mulitary projects. Finger said enrollment his
reached a plateau for mechanical, civil, and indos-
trinl engineering students there,

ASME and other professional socienes conduc
diversivy programs, and so do large companies that
hire cngineers.

The Extracrdinary Women Engineers Project Cloals-
tion is a motivational group ¢
ous professional socteties, including ASME, and by uni-
versities and other arganizations. The group is closely
associated with The American Society of Civil Engi-
neers, and operates out of the ASCE world headquarters
in Feston, Va, According to The Extraordinary Women
Engineers' Web site, the group “is an integrated program
designed to provide resources developed jomntly by edu-
cators and engineers w inspire young women o encer

e s supported by numer-

the enginecring field and to develop a new generaon ol

role models for these i the Aeld.™ Aanong i efforts, te
graup has published a book, Changing Our Wodd: Thee
Stories off Hamen Engineers.

A study by the Extraordinary Women Engimeers Project
Coalition found that more than 90 percent of high sehool
rils are not even given the chance to consider engineering
as a carcer choice, The studys final report highlighted that
“wirls and the people wha mtluence them—teachers,
school counselors, parents, peers, and the media— de not
underseand what a career in engineering looks like and
therelore don't consider 1t as o career opticn.”

The Extraordinary Women Engineers’ Web site Lsts
more than G0 participating organizatons, One of tem is
WEPAN, or Women in Engineering Programs and Ad-
woeates MNevwork, WEPANM, formed in 1990, descrbes 1-
self as “a catalyse, advocate, and leading resource for in-
sticutional and navonel change thae will result in the full

participation of women n engineering,”

If women make up mare than half the pepulation but
only 13 percent of the engineering graduates, is L5, in-
dustry missing out on talent?

SWEPANS projects include Faculty for the Fu-
ture, which iv sung in cooperation with the Pennsylvania

ey, WEPAN also lwnched MenterMNer, an
online service that links engineering soodenes with profes-
sional mentars, The service is open to any student, but
emp
underrepresented in engineering. ho far, the organization
savs, 1t has macched L0 pairs. Most o the students in
those pairs—some 87 percenl—are women, as are OB per-

sty 15 placed on mentoring women and minorices

cent of the mentors,

wanting o make a

n

[Lebeces Cohlis a Lockheed Martin engineer who works
with her companys outreach programs o encourage grls
o consider engineering, She wishes thar mare girs swonld
be exposed to taking things apare w see how they work.
Cohl worles with the conpany’s Discover an Engineer pro-
eram, where volunteers go toclisses in grammar and high
sehools te mentor students and answer their questions,

According ta Cohl, women want to work noa Beld
where they feel they are making a difference. That, she
savs, 15 difficult o see in working for a defense coneac-
tor, for instance, when much of what engineers dessgn is
with the hope that it never gees used,

“A teacher or doctor i much more obyvious that they
are helping,” she smd. “Engineers also help, but there is
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