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Why women in STEM
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en I was growing up,
a career in medicine
was almost inevitable.

As my parents were both doc-
tors, I helped out at their sur-
gery scheduling appointments,
greeting patients and preparing
urine and blood samples while
completing high school.

But my life changed when a
family friend gave me a set of
drawings for the Boeing 767 air-
craft - the first twin-jet airliner
tobe used on extended overseas
flights. This was the first time
I had been encouraged - and
even invited - to explore a world
where mathematics and physics
came alive in technology that
helped people and society con-
nect across the world.

‘These remarkable blueprints
called me into engineering, lead-
ing me away from a medical
career. Working in engineering,
T've designed and built a wide
range of collaborative robotic
systems that transform the way
people interact across the physi-
cal and digital world.

Unfortunately, many women
are deterred from these oppor-
tunities bya dated perception of
modern engineering . The role
of engineering in saving lives,
serving the needs of society and
addressing the UN Sustainable
Development Goals is one that
resonates with girls, but is rarely
discussed in schools or articu-
lated to the general public.

Our global community faces
acrisis in future development if
‘we continue to leave women out
of engineering.

Fortunately, in India, over the
past two decades there has been
asubstantial increase in women
studying engineering, thanks
tothe government support and
a ‘friendly’ and healthy image
of engineering in the country.

However, there’s still hard

work to be done to get to 50:50,
and only 6% of women progress
from undergraduate studies to
PhD programs in engineering.

STEM (science, technology,
engineering and mathematics)
influences must happen early,
ideally at primary school level,
before Grade$, when peer pres-
sure starts to kick in and girls
are pushed away from seeing
themselves as highly capable,

creative, technical designers and
problem-solvers.

This is because girls shape
their views about the desirabil-
ity of potential future careers
before they turn 12. If we wait
until thefinal years of secondary
schooling, we haverobbed young
women of a vital professional
development opportunity

We must also consider the
thoughts of our teachers and
fathers. Daughters are influ-
enced by what their dads tell
them about what they can and
can'tdo. It's important for these
key influencers to let girls know
they can be successful in maths
and physical sciences, and that
they can use those skills in crea-
tive ways to benefit our people,
our environment and our econ-
omy. We must also allow girls to
challenge themselves, fail, and
try again - to build true confi-
dence and resilience.

Somehow, we are happy to let
boys get frustrated and angry,
yet if girls get frustrated and
cry, parents swoop in and take
away the challenge. Many cul-
tures havea tendencyto not want
girls to struggle to succeed.

fields are critical to innovation

‘Trial and error allows girls
todevelop the critical thinking
and personal reflective skills
needed to be successful. STEM
subjects can help young girls
learn to be critical of their own
performance, how they can
improve intellectually and build
self-esteem. We want toempower
women so they can control their
own destiny.

Schools can also play a role
in the breakdown of gendered
notions of intelligence, and the
imbalance between men and
women in the STEM courses.

‘They need to encourage girls
to take mathematics, physicsand
science courses, and connect
them to the engineering design
‘process in higher secondary lev-
els. Team projects and design-
build opportunities are crucial
for building self-efficacy and
leadership in tech domains.

Evenif a career in engineer-
ingisn't part of the plan, a back-
ground in STEM provides excep-
tional value-added skills. It also
gives you the knowledge to use in
future careers, and those jobs yet
to be created across education,
business industry and tech.




