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Abstract 

This project looks at educational inequality and gender inequality. It examines how 

gender inequality influences women’s education as well as the role sexism plays. There is a 

focus on STEM, taking advantage of the fact that Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute (RPI) is 

primarily a school of engineering. The lack of women in STEM is an important issue. In order to 

solve this issue, it’s important to fix the leaks within the STEM pipeline and to do this, it’s 

necessary to understand the underlying reasons and causes. The majority of research done on 

women in STEM focuses on a single variable, but my research will look at this issue by 

examining the experiences of women in STEM in a holistic way. In order to do this, I have 

surveyed college students at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute to better understand the campus 

climate and their individual experiences, as well improving my understanding on the students’ 

opinions on women in STEM.  

Introduction 

My research is looking into gender inequality in education, focusing at the college level. 

I have looked into how education is unequal and how this inequality impacts individual’s 

choices of major’s and careers as well as the options available to them. Campus climate and 

sexism are two key factors in my research and I have looked at the role they play in education 

and major and career choices. These two things are often overlooked and I want people to 

understand and acknowledge them because they are important. To do this, I have looked at the 

experiences of students in the STEM pipeline. This will be a broad look at these issues at the 

college level with a focus on women in STEM.  My paper seeks to further understand gender 

inequality in higher education and expand on the gender gap in STEM.  
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A traditional research paper would include a results section to discuss the facts and 

figures that was found in their research, however, my paper does not have this section. This 

kind of section is useful when one has quantitative data but my research has focused on 

qualitative data, seeking out stories from the students about their experiences. Because of this 

I’ve chosen to integrate my data into the literature. Additionally, a traditional research paper 

would have a very formal tone, but due to my relationship with my research that will not be the 

case here. This may not be seen as a good thing, but I believe that it will help my research be 

more relatable and accessible.  

My research will add to the pool of knowledge about the impacts of sexism, looking at 

biographical stories and experiences rather than quantifying it. It will be looking at how sexism 

and campus climate influence choices made about education and education itself. It will also 

contribute to understanding gender inequality in education and understanding women in STEM. 

This is currently an issue that people are trying to fix and in order to increase the amount of 

women in STEM it’s necessary to understand the root causes behind why women aren’t in 

STEM. 

I’m interested in social and environmental issues and how they relate to each other, it’s 

fascinating and very important to understand. I initially wanted to create a web of sorts to show 

how everything is interrelated, however, that would be a momentous task that would require 

more than a year. Therefore, I narrowed it down to one issue: gender inequality. I decided to 

focus on this issue because this is an issue that holds a lot of relevance to me since I am also a 

woman. Other issues I was considering would have me as more of an outsider, which would 
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make it harder to relate and understand.  To further narrow it down I decided to focus on 

gender inequality in education. The main reason for this is that I believe that a majority of 

issues intersect at education and reforming the education system would have the largest 

impact on other issues with the most control. Additionally, as a student myself, I’m in an ideal 

location for research into education at the higher level. As an RPI student, this is an excellent 

location for me to work on the STEM aspect of my research.  

Ideally this research will help increase gender equality in education, increase the 

amount of women in STEM, and help improve campus climate. These goals would be a long way 

down the road, but every journey has to start somewhere. To help deal with these issues, it’s 

necessary to understand what the issue is and what the root causes are.  

Methodology 

To gather my data, I surveyed 64 students at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute (RPI). All 

students were informed what the survey was for and given the option to take it or not. As it 

was an online survey, all questions were required for students to answer but they were not 

required to give any information they didn’t feel comfortable giving.  The questions and 

response methods were formatted in a way that gave the students a way out so to speak. I 

surveyed both genders in all grades in a variety of majors in order to have a good sample 

through an online survey and snowball sampling.  Using an online survey made it easier for me 

to gather data and reduced time constraints for myself and the participants. It also helped with 

anonymity and reduces stress and pressure for them. On the downside, the lack of face-to-face 

reduces engagement and prevents clarification of questions or answers and follow-up 
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questions. To mitigate this, I asked a question that gives participants the option to give me a 

chance to contact them for further questioning as well as some form of contact information 

with the promise that they will still be anonymous. Snowball sampling also made it easier to 

gather data however it could skew my demographics and there is no guarantee of responses. 

Combining an online survey with snowball sampling has mitigated me sympathizing with my 

participants and possibly skewing my research by over-emphasizing some data. 

Within my survey I had more questions about negative experiences then I did positive. 

This is due to my own biases. I’m ultimately seeking to improve the climate therefore it’s 

necessary to understand exactly what’s wrong. Because of this I’m more interested in learning 

about the negative aspects of the climate. Of course only learning about one aspect of the 

climate isn’t the best method and I did try to ask about positive experiences as well. Climate 

can be either a factor to push one in or out, it depends entirely on the climate. Due to sexism, I 

was expecting it to be more on the unwelcoming side, not necessarily awful but somewhere 

around unwelcoming to neutral.   

Additionally I focused more on the stories than the raw data and numbers like most of 

the research I’ve read tends to do.  The raw data might be useful for an overview, but to 

understand the underlying reasons personal accounts are needed. I chose this method because 

I’m interested in the why behind things. Why did people make these choices? What led them 

there? How did this experience impact them? These are things that can’t be shown be numbers 

alone.  A lot of the research I’ve read so far relies on quantitative data and, while that is useful, 

it doesn’t expand on the underlying reasons behind the numbers. Even when research uses 
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surveys, there is a tendency to boil it down into numbers and statistics of how many people 

experienced X vs. Y or believed this or that.  Furthermore, quantitative research like this tends 

to distance readers from the issues at hand. These are issues impacting people’s entire lives!  I 

want people to understand that and to understand how this impacts lives, not just the number 

of lives.  

Limitations 

Sample Size and Demographic 

This research is taking place at RPI, an engineering school that is dominated by males. 

The institute’s ratio of male to female is 70:30, which is less than the national average of 60:40. 

For ethnicity, RPI is about 61% white but it is above the national average in ethnic diversity.  As 

an engineering school, this is a good location for my research. There are a total of 44 different 

majors with the most popular majors being mechanical engineering, computer science, 

electrical engineering, business, and chemical engineering.26  However, these facts mean that 

my research might not be applicable to other schools. Each school has its own unique climate 

and that climate is a key part of my research. Narrowing my research to focus on RPI ensures 

that it’s doable but the finer points may not be pertinent beyond this campus.  

Intersectionality 

Despite women all sharing the experience of sexism, the way it is experienced varies 

depending on one’s identity, which includes their race, religion, orientation, and class.10 Gender 

equality must take race into account because of this, and while research has been done in 
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regards to race and educational equality, there has been little to tie race and gender together. 

Examining the issue from only one perspective is incomplete and gives an inaccurate picture of 

the problem. The shared experiences of women are important for my research, but there will 

be no analysis on how the experiences differ depending on one’s identity.   

Gender equality must also take into account transgender and non-binary individuals. 

The issues discussed within my paper would apply differently to those who do not fit within the 

traditional gender binary.  Simply put, individuals outside the traditional gender binary would 

be treated in a different manner. More research would be needed to understand these issues 

and apply them to the STEM pipeline.   

Personal 

As a female college student, I am personally invested in my research. The fact that I am 

a female will influence the lens through which I view my research. Gender inequality is 

something that impacts me far more than it would if I was a male because gender inequality 

tends to disadvantage females. This makes these issues more emotional to me and I am likely 

to sympathize with the struggles females have to deal with while caring less about the males . 

As a student at RPI, I am personally invested instead of taking a policy view as outsiders would 

be inclined to do. I am connected to the students I will be surveying and I can identify with the 

struggles I will be discussing. This is not a matter of numbers and data that barely influence me, 

this is personal. In some ways this is a strength instead of a limitation; the fact that it’s personal 

and I’m highly involved means that I care significantly more about my research. It also allows 

me to better understand the context. However, it is also a limitation. It makes me bias  in 
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regards to my research, which means there is a potential that I might disregard research that 

does not support my argument.  It also could blind me, focusing too much on the trees to see 

the forest as it were. Ultimately, it will make my argument more emotional rather than just 

relying on facts.  

Framing 

Gender  

Gender is a social construct. Sex is biology but gender isn’t real, at least not in the way 

you think. It’s constructed through psychological, cultural, and social means. It’s learned, either 

unconsciously adopted or consciously instructed in gender-appropriate behavior.1  For an 

example of how it’s learned one can look at a study done of preschool children. At this age 

children are learning to distinguish themselves on social competence, which means being either 

a “baby” or a “girl/boy”. These are the two social identities they are given to choose from, and 

they learn through subtle remarks that being a “baby” is undesirable (“You’re a baby”, “Be a big 

boy/girl”, etc). Furthermore to be competently female or male they have to behave in ways 

that fit with that gender identity and this begins the self-regulating process where they monitor 

their own behavior, as well as others, to fit with the gender roles.33  

Gender is collaborative. Individuals engage in gendered activities but activities are 

learned in social contexts. Gender is constructed in our interactions with others and through 

our interactions.1 Playing with dolls is for girls and playing with action figures is for boys, girls 

play house while boys play fight, and so on. This is something that is learned through 

interactions with others. Boys are strongly encouraged to avoid any “girl” things and if they do 
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it anyway they are usually told off and possibly also demeaned (after all girls are less than boys 

and associating oneself with “girly” things will put one at the same level). It’s the same situation 

for girls doing “boy” things, except that doing “boy” things isn’t inherently demeaning.  

Gender is not something we have but something we do. People are always reinforcing 

their gender identity. Gender is an ongoing process of doing that involves choices in things like 

dress, behavior, and speech.1  A good example of this is an incident with a preschool boy and a 

necklace. He is attempting to unfasten the clasp and when asked if he wanted to wear it, he 

says no because necklaces are for girls. He has claimed the identity of “boy” and as such is wary 

of anything that might threaten that claim. He chooses not to wear the necklace and by doing 

so reinforces his identity of “boy”.33 “Doing gender” creates differences in males and females 

that aren’t natural, essential, or biological (despite claims otherwise). These differences are  

then used to reinforce gender.33 

Gender also involves asymmetry. Inequality is built into gender at a fundamental level. 

Masculine and feminine aren’t just “different”, there is value associated with gendered 

difference. Masculine isn’t always automatically the more valued option, but it is typically the 

default. “Masculine” and “male” traits qualities are seen as the norm.1 There are also more 

than two genders but that’s a conversation for a different day.  

Sexism 
Sexism is defined as prejudice, stereotyping, or discrimination, typically against women, 

on the basis of sex. This is an oversimplification and an inaccurate definition. Sexism is 

discriminatory and does stereotype women, however, sexism only goes one way; it’s systemic 
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and oppresses anyone not male. This is due to the structure of the system which is meant to 

benefit males, better known as the patriarchy. It’s often mixed up with gender-based prejudice, 

which is different due to the one-way nature of sexism. This is similar to how you can’t be racist 

against white people because white people are the group in power in Western culture (and 

beyond). You can be discriminatory against white people but you can’t be racist, there is no 

such thing as reverse racism.34 

 Sexism doesn’t exist in isolation: it’s ingrained in institutions, media, government, 

society, and so on and it interacts with other factors that result in the oppression of anyone not 

male. Because of this sexism can be perpetuated without a sexist prejudice. To really 

demonstrate the power structure let’s take a minute or two to look at some numbers. Women 

make up 50.8% of the US population. They earn almost 60% of all undergraduate degrees, 47% 

of all law degrees, 48% of all medical degrees, and more than 44% of master’s degrees in 

business and management. They are 47% of the US labor force and 59% of the college-

educated workforce. And yet, despite holding 52% of all professional level jobs, women are 

lacking in leadership positions. Women only make up 14.6% of executive officers, 8.1% of top 

earners, and 16.9% of Fortune 500 board seats. In the financial service industry, despite making 

up 54.2% of the labor force women are only 12.4% of executive officers, 18.3% of board 

directors, and none of them are CEOs. In the health care and social assistance industry, women 

make up 78.4% of the work force and yet only 14.5% are executive officers, 12.4% are board 

directors, and none are CEOs.31 This trend continues throughout the US labor force and the 

amount of women in our government is dismal. Despite being the majority of the population, 

women in the US hold very little of the power. And for those few in power, it’s highly likely that 
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climate is unwelcoming and they are still treated poorly, particularly in comparison to their 

male counterparts. 

The wage gap is another example of the power structure. Some people still claim that 

this is a myth despite significant evidence proving otherwise. Interestingly enough one of the 

supposed reasons for women being paid less is that women choose careers that are lower 

paying. This is interesting because the amount of money one can make in an industry is 

determined by demand and supply and by how much value is placed within the industry. For 

example doctors are very well-respected and well paid and this is because the work they do is 

highly valued and it takes a lot of work to be a doctor. And yet, if you look at Russia, doctors are 

paid very little and are given very little respect. The key difference between the US and Russia 

when it comes to doctors is that, in the US the majority of doctors are male whereas in Russia 

the majority is women.24 This implies that women’s work is devalued because women are seen 

to have little value rather than the work inherently having little value. Research would be 

needed to confirm or deny this implication. This is a trend that shows up in other places as well; 

as soon as women start becoming the majority whatever it is starts losing value.  

 This is also an example of how people might perpetuate sexism even if they don’t agree 

with it. People think that if women are paid less, there must be some reasonable explanation 

for it instead of sexism and thus the wage gap continues. People may unintentionally 

perpetuate it even if they don’t agree with it because sexism is a system not a prejudice .34  And 

yet most people don’t realize this, they think of it as a prejudice. Sexism is mainly described as 

bias, discrimination, or unfair/unequal treatment for a gender with very few people recognizing 
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the systemic nature of sexism or that it only goes one way. Out of the 64 students I surveyed, 

only a handful of students recognize the systemic nature of sexism. A slightly larger portion 

recognizes that sexism tends to favor males but still defines it as something that could go either 

way.  

This is important to note because if people don’t understand what sexism is, it’s hard to 

combat it. You can’t fight what you can’t see and if you don’t really understand what it is, it’s 

easy to miss the most important parts.  Failing to recognize the systemic nature of sexism 

increases the difficulty one would have in removing sexism from an environment.  Seeing it as a 

prejudice and not recognizing the systemic nature means people would only treat the 

symptoms rather than the cause. And the cause is hard enough to treat. Only treating the 

symptoms allows the problem to grow worse, while tricking people into thinking it’s getting 

better.  

Getting rid of sexism is an uphill battle. It would require a major change in society, 

people would have to completely change the way they think and behave. This sort of change 

takes generations. Each new generation has to be raised to be better than the last until the 

problem (sexism, racism, etc) is stamped out. This sort change not only takes time but it’s hard 

to initiate. In the case of sexism, we live in a patriarchal society which means that men are in 

charge, and it’s unlikely that they would want to give up that power or share it. Men aren’t 

necessarily losing power so much as having to share it with women to be equal but it still might 

feel like a loss of power and thus something to be avoided.  The situation gets even more 

complicated because men don’t experience sexism. 
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Dress codes may not seem like they 

are a serious issue but they are a 

problem. Dress codes are about the 

social order and nothing more. They 

protect a sexist, racist, and 

homophobic status quo and it’s easy 

to see if one cares to look. Girls are 

subjected to strict dress codes: what 

they wear is controlled and their 

appearance is micromanaged. 

Defenders of the dress code may say 

it’s to teach students the importance 

of dressing appropriately or that it’s 

to maintain a distraction free 

environment. These people are wrong. 

If you look around and listen to the 

stories of students it’s obvious, the 

number of girls being dress coded 

while wearing modest outfits (some of 

which are only showing their 

collarbones) is outrageous. There are 

stories of girls who are force to miss 

finals because their outfits might 

distract the guys, because his 

education is more important than 

hers. All this does is teach girls that 

their bodies are dangerous and that 

harassment is inevitable, that it’s their 

responsibility to prevent anything 

from happening. This problem is made 

even worse by the fact that boys are 

often not disciplined for harassing 

others. Policing female students’ 

bodies while ignoring the behavior of 

the male students perpetuates rape 

culture, it sets the stage for the idea 

that sexual violence in inevitable and 

that the victims are the ones 

responsible. Telling students to dress 

respectfully and appropriately is 

perfectly fine but the reality of the 

situation is anything but.  

Since it’s something they don’t experience they 

might not even acknowledge its existence. Sure people 

might talk about their own experiences but it’s easy to 

discount someone else’s experiences. Just because a few 

people have an issue doesn’t necessarily mean everyone 

has this issue. “Everyone says this is a thing? Well I don’t 

experience it therefore it’s not real.” This sort of 

mentality exists for lots of issues, not just sexism. There 

are at least a few instances of men going undercover as 

women and discovering the kind of thing women 

experience, the exact kind of thing that their female 

friends have told them about. And only after they went 

undercover did they believe that it was a reality, that 

what they were told by multiple sources was valid.  Going 

undercover is unnecessary – just listen to what people 

say. 

Even those that do acknowledge sexism might not 

fully understand its impacts and what it’s like to live 

within a sexist society.  After all it’s one thing to know 

something and another to actually experience it. 

Experiencing sexism isn’t necessary to be an ally, just so 
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long as one is willing to learn about others experiences and support them. An important thing 

to remember when discussing anyone’s experiences with any kind of oppression or 

discrimination is to never say “someone else has it worse”. Oppression is not a competition. 

Something like dress codes might not be as big an issue as getting acid thrown in ones face but 

it’s still a problem. Saying “someone else has it worse” is really just another way of saying “be 

grateful that you aren’t treated as bad” and this is an actual abuse tactic. It’s a way of 

convincing someone to be silent about their abuse – this is how bad it could be, be grateful it’s 

only this bad.  

Sexism is an important topic to talk about and to learn about, but it’s difficult in today’s 

world to talk about. Some say that we live in a post-feminist world “wherein gender equality is 

taken for granted and the possibility of enduring sexism is firmly rejected…”.7 This has made 

sexism difficult to talk about, some even going so far as calling it unspeakable. If you challenge 

gender inequality you risk being labeled as a either a bitter, self-serving feminist or “politically 

correct crusader” pursuing trivialities. If one challenges gender inequality anyway the 

complaints are often refuted as unreasonable or ones efforts are subtly undermined.7  

But sexism must be talked about. People need to face it, and face their own internalized 

sexism as well. Sexism is not exclusive to men; everyone can be sexist regardless of gender. 

However, the focus is typically on men. When people talk about sexism, the patriarchy, and 

misogyny, they are not talking about men as individuals but rather the structural issues of the 

patriarchal society, institutions, and systems. And yet a common response and the worst 

response to these discussions are “not all men”. Someone who says “not all men” is attempting 
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to exempt themselves from the problem rather than acknowledge and discuss it. This response 

takes the focus off of men who are sexist and misogynistic, it refuses to acknowledge that even 

good men can enable sexism, and it makes the conversation about men and semantics instead 

of the problem. Women know that “not all men” are awful but it could be any man and there 

are enough men to be wary, cautious, and afraid. This could be viewed as discriminatory against 

men in a way similar to racism but the key difference here is that with something like racism 

that is based on unproven stereotypes whereas this is based on statistical fact. And then 

women are punished for being cautious and afraid and feeling threatened. The standards of 

society blame women for being assaulted because “they should have known better” but being 

cautious implies a belief that All Men are predators which is also punished.  

Sexism is systemic, oppresses anyone not male, and can be perpetuated be all genders 

unintentionally and intentionally. Because sexism oppresses anyone not male, some may think 

that it doesn’t impact men at all. Those people would be wrong. Sexism has serious 

consequences for everyone, even if you can’t be sexist towards men.  

Sexism has created something called toxic masculinity. This refers to the socially 

constructed attitudes that deem the masculine gender role as violent, unemotional, and 

sexually aggressive. The definition of masculinity is very narrow and prevents boys from 

growing and developing into “rounded, emotionally grounded human beings”.3 Anything 

deemed “feminine”, such as displaying or discussing emotions and physical affection like hugs, 

is denied to men. Men are not allowed to be “feminine” or weak and any boy who doesn’t fit 

into this narrow definition of “masculine” is essentially persecuted by other boys. This plays a  
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significant role in the issue of men assaulting women and contributes to male suicide as well. 

When men have to be unemotional, they have no way of dealing with any issues they may have. 

When they don’t fit into the narrow definition of “masculine” they are persecuted. Toxic 

masculinity is merely one example of how men are affected by sexism but hopefully it has 

gotten you thinking about some of the more subtle consequences of sexism.  

When it comes to sexism, there are two general types: hostile and benevolent. Hostile 

sexism is more dramatic and overt; it’s antagonist and hostile towards women who challenge 

conventional gender roles. Benevolent sexism is subtle; it’s chivalrous attitudes towards 

women who embrace their roles, which may seem favorable but it isn’t. Regardless of which 

kind of sexism is being displayed, it always carries two messages. The first is conveyed by tone, 

hostile sexism is rude and angry while benevolent is kind and patronizing. The second message 

is that women are less than men.5 It’s this second underlying meaning that causes the most 

emotional damage and it’s often overlooked by observers. They tend to focus on the tone 

rather than the message conveyed, which is why hostile sexism is believed to be worse than 

benevolent.  Regardless of which kind of sexism, the cumulative effect is devastating.  

It’s never just one or two incidents of sexism; it’s the accumulation throughout one’s life 

experiences. Often times, there is never one singular instance that can be pointed out in one’s 

life to demonstrate the full impact that sexism has. And talking about the small daily instances 

of sexism can be brushed aside, and it seems like it often is. One or two incidents simply aren’t 

a big deal, and to those who haven’t experienced sexism it’s even less of an issue. But one or 

two incidents every hour starts adding up. There are no statistics for how often the average 
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woman experiences sexism on a daily basis, but for examples of the kind of daily sexism that 

women face and how many women face them one can look at #YesAllWomen or the everyday 

sexism project.   

This is just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to sexism and all the problems it creates. 

I could talk about how sexism has serious consequences on women’s health. Gender bias 

influences the way women are treated by doctors and far too often women end up treated in a 

dismissive manner with their problems ignored. I could talk about rape culture and how that 

normalizes and trivializes sexual violence while simultaneously blaming the victims. I could talk 

about how all men benefit from women’s fear of being hurt for saying no. There is so much to 

talk about here and so much more research to be done on the topic of sexism to fully 

understand all of the consequences and causes but that would be off topic. Hopefully this brief 

overview on what exactly sexism is, why it’s a problem, and some of its impacts has gotten you 

thinking about it more. 

Educational Inequality 

People claim that education is an equalizer and it isn’t. People tend to forget but schools  

are a far-reaching socializing force in society, making them an excellent place to advance 

equality, as they ought to. Unfortunately, equality in education has yet to be achieved. Various 

inequalities in life impact individuals schooling, but there are also inequalities within the school 

system itself. Educational resources are unequally distributed. Schools differ in the amount of 

funding they have, the state of the buildings, the access they have to materials, the amount of 

qualified teachers, the quality of teachers, and the quality of the courses. These things have 
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significant impact on the schooling of students, and 

under-resourced schools lead to students who are 

unprepared for college. Even the top student at an 

under-resourced school will be unprepared for 

college. These things also create segregation within 

the system. Schools are more racially segregated now 

than at the time of Brown v Board of Education.32   

On top of that, the system reinforces 

oppressive ideas and practices, which negatively 

impacts students and negatively impacts their 

educational achievement. For race, racist ideas, 

stereotypes, and biases lead to disciplining students 

of color more, giving those students less time spend 

on learning and marking their academic record.  Even 

if teachers aren’t racist, the negative stereotypes still 

lead to this sort of profiling. Whitewashed curriculum further alienates students of color and 

ignores structural oppression.30  

The tracking system used within schools also contributes to educational inequality. It 

allows schools to segregate students by ability, but one could argue that concepts like ability 

and intelligence have been shaped by racism. It also lacks a scientific basis and enables the 

belief that social inequality is due to natural traits. Furthermore, the methods used to track 

Education has a connection to a 

nearly every social issue, even 

though it might not always be an 

obvious connection.  It’s highly 

complex how everything is related 

and interconnected. It’s very much 

like a web, which leads to a 

situation where if you try to fix 

one thing it ripples and impacts 

various other things, sometimes 

positively and sometimes 

negatively. It is my belief that the 

education system is key to this 

web and that if changed correctly 

it would impact a majority of 

social issues in the most controlled 

manner. I have little evidence to 

support this belief at this point in 

time; it’s simply something I’ve 

thought about throughout the 

course of my education as I learn 

more. I have not yet had the time 

to properly research this belief. 
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students essentially translate their social position into school placement and then the 

placements effect the lessons students are taught. It also impacts how they learn to behave and 

it teaches students to expect inequality and accept it as the norm.29  

Factoring in outside causes like poverty only increases the disparity between students. 

Low-income students often have to work, reducing the amount of time they have available for 

homework, extracurricular activities, and sleep. It also reduces the amount of resources they 

have available to them. These can be school related resources or something as simple as food. 

Food is not something people often think of relating to the education system but a lack of food 

makes it hard to study, learn, and work. A low-income student’s diet would consist mostly of 

cheap, unhealthy foods since that’s within their budget. Eating unhealthy foods would impact 

their appearance, mostly in terms of weight, which would in turn impact their social standing. 

This would create even more struggles and lower their self-confidence and having confidence is 

pretty important to doing well. It creates a chain of events that negatively impacts students.  

All of these factors mean that every student is on a different level, and when students 

don’t achieve as much as is expected of them, when they fall short due to circumstances 

beyond their control, they are the ones blamed. There is a “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” 

mentality that blames the victim: if someone is struggling it’s their fault for not working hard 

enough. This mentality blinds people to the true causes of other’s struggles and could even 

blind the individual struggling so that they blame themselves as well. This could lead to mental 

health issues, which would further compound their issues.  
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Standardized Testing 

Standardized testing is an unexpected issue that many wouldn’t think is unequal and yet the 

reality is that it is horribly unequal. This is important because standardized testing is used to 

predict college grades which determine which college students can get into. It’s also used to 

determine who might be a good fit for STEM programs. To start, standardized testing is a high 

pressure situation which measures the ability to takes tests more than it does actual knowledge. 

This pressure affects everyone taking the test, but girls have even more pressure on them due 

to stereotype threat.11 Standardized testing also only rewards particular kinds of knowledge. 

And then there’s the gender bias. It’s a pretty well-known fact among researchers that males 

score higher on SATs than females but females have higher grades. This leads to a gender gap in 

standardized testing. There are several reasons that contribute to this gender gap.13 

1. Each gender does better on questions about certain subjects and tests like the SAT and 

ACT are deliberately designed to have questions that favor males.  

2. The multiple choice format itself works against girls.  A study examined a variety of 

question types and discovered that the gender gap either narrowed or disappeared on 

everything but the multiple choice format. It’s unclear why exactly this is but it is 

accepted.  

3. Males are more likely to take risks and guess then females and studies show that an 

unwillingness to guess has a significant negative impact on standardized test scores.  

4. The fast paced nature of the test also works against girls. Each gender had a different 

approach to problem solving. Females tend to work things out completely, consider 
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more than one answer, and check their answers. While these are good traits for life, it is 

a poor one for time constrained tests.   

5. Test makers often blame the gender gap on the fact that more females take the test 

than males and that the larger pool of females has more low-scoring students thus 

lowering the average score. Research has shown that this belief is false but it still 

persists. 

Despite understanding how standardized testing is bias, there has been no adjustment to 

narrow the gender gap. It’s been known for several decades now that test questions can be 

manipulated to favor one gender over the other and the only adjustment that has been made 

was to balance the verbal section because females achieved higher scores then males. Dwyer 

suggests, as a belief and not fact, that “when females show the superior performance, 

'balancing' is required; when males show the superior performance, no adjustments are 

necessary." and that this is because of sexism, unconscious though it may be.13  

Again, test-makers are aware that males score higher on standardized tests despite girls 

earning higher grades. As shown, there are explanations for this backed by research. And yet 

nothing has been done to fix it. This suggests that either test-makers don’t question why males 

score higher and remain ignorant of the reasons behind the gender gap (implying an 

unconscious bias towards males), that they allow this gender gap to continue (implying a 

conscious bias to favoring males), or that they are unable to correct this gender gap despite 

understanding the underlying reasons. 
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Not only is there a gender gap in standardized testing, but most standardized testing reflect 

the demographic characteristics of test-takers rather than their ability. Looking at the GRE, the 

quantitative score used for admissions in STEM programs correlates closely with gender and 

ethnicity. It’s a better indicator of sex and race than ability; women score 80 points lower than 

men on average and African Americans score 200 points below white people. Since admissions 

committees don’t know this, they use a minimum score to filter out applicants, which puts 

minorities and women at a disadvantage. It’s easier to filter out using quantitative data but a 

better plan would be looking at skills and character traits that are more predictive of how well 

one will do in STEM. This process takes longer but ensures higher completion rates of STEM 

programs. The University of South Florida and schools using the Fisk-Vanderbilt bridge program 

can attest to that.21 It would also be a less discriminatory process for minorities and women, 

though biases could still disadvantage them.   

The fact that behavior and character traits are more important than test scores is also 

supported by the fact that girls earn higher grades despite males earning higher scores. 

Research has suggested that the reason for this is that girls have more self-discipline and are 

more conscientious.  Grades depend on the ability to study for exams, do homework, and 

complete long-term projects, all of which requires sustained efforts and concentration. 

Achievement tests only require sustained efforts for a few hours in an environment designed to 

minimize distractions.11 Conscientiousness is the tendency to be careful, deliberate, and 

thorough and has consistently emerged as the strongest and most consistent predictor of 

earning higher grades.22 On top of that, studies show that girls are more persistent in 

completing tasks and are eager to learn and high school girls put more effort and are less 
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disruptive compared to boys. Girls are more attentive, have higher organizational skills, 

leadership qualities, and higher interest in school.6 All of these traits translate to higher grades. 

Furthermore, these differences in behavior for each gender lead to stereotypes. Girls are 

said to be neater, better behaved, more compliant, and have better conduct while guys are said 

to be troublesome and disruptive. Whether they are true or not the important thing is that they 

exist and these stereotypes are often deliberately enforced by guys. By enforcing these 

stereotypes it creates the impression that guys have “effortless achievement” while girls have 

to diligently study. It implies that hard work is unnecessary and inefficient, that guys have a 

“natural” ability in certain fields. People may have aptitudes for certain of study but it has 

nothing to do with gender or sex .19  

The relationship between gender and behavior is an interesting one that requires more 

research. For a quick summary of the issue, gender is the personal traits and position in society 

related to being male or female and is thus a social construct. Behaviors associated with each 

gender are taught from a very young age by society and is reinforced through media. Children 

are taught to behave in ways we expect them to and conforming to each gender role 

reproduces gender differences and gender inequalities.9 So the question is if behaviors aren’t 

taught according to gender, would there really be a difference? 

Discussion 

Campus Climate 

Climate is important because it impacts students’ engagement, achievement, and social 

and emotional development, as well as their overall quality of campus life. There are varying 
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definitions of campus climate and it’s often used interchangeably with campus culture. For 

clarity I will be defining climate as a psychological construct that involves ones perceptions of 

the environment, which differs for individuals. For my research the perceptions that student’s 

hold is critical. Campus climate is a useful tool for assessing progress towards equality. The 

climate reflects the values, belief systems, norms, ideologies, rituals, and traditions of the 

environment and is shaped by the larger sociopolitical and economic context. There are four 

frameworks for assessing campus climate: the historical context of the institution, the 

structural diversity, psychological factors, and behavioral factors.12 

Historical Context of RPI 

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute is historic for a variety of reasons. Within the United 

States, it’s the oldest school of science and technology. It was founded in 1824 and was 

originally an all-male school. However, RPI never had a written policy limiting admission to only 

males. It was the attitude of society at the time that led to the exclusion of females from RPI. At 

this point in time, excluding women from educational institutions was the norm. Because of this 

it’s unclear if Van Rensselaer expected or wanted women to enroll or if he simply thought there 

was no need to make a policy to exclude women. There is no evidence for his opinion on the 

matter.36 

The first professor of RPI, on the other hand, did want to females to come to RPI. Amos 

Eaton believed women were capable of learning STEM fields, they just simply hadn’t been 

taught. He even went so far as to create a special class for eight women to demonstrate that 

women could succeed in math beyond what was taught in female academies. However, when 

the Board of Examiners reviewed the class’s progress they sidestepped the issue and the lack of 
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support destroyed any chance of women enrolling at RPI. This class and the subsequent review 

occurred in 1835.36 

In 1873, Elizabeth Boswell applied for admission to RPI. She was the first woman to do 

so. However, she was encouraged to drop her application as she would be the only female at 

the school and that would be uncomfortable for her. The issue was again raised in 1919 due to 

enrollment dropping due to World War I, however, women were still not allowed in. During 

World War II, women were finally allowed into to RPI to “replace the men called to war”.36 In 

1942 RPI officially identified itself as coeducational. In 1946 Lois Graham and Mary Rathbun 

graduated from RPI. They were the first two women to do so.36  

In the 1950’s applications from female students dwindled. There are a variety of reasons 

for this, including the fact that RPI was not equipped to handle female students and the school 

was not promoted as coeducational. There was very little pressure to change things and clear 

reluctance to commit to being coeducational. In the 1960’s changes slowly began to occur to 

accommodate the female students. By the 1970’s efforts began to actively recruit more female 

students.36 

Structural Diversity of RPI 

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute is an engineering school that is dominated by males.  

The institute’s ratio of male to female is 70:30. This is less than the national average of 60:40. 

For ethnicity, RPI is about 61% white, which is above the national average in ethnic diversity.  I 

suspect that’s due to the variety of ethnicities at RPI rather than the percentage, but it’s unclear 

exactly how ethnic diversity is determined. At the very least I hope it’s due to the variety rather 

than the percentage otherwise America’s diversity is rather lacking, especially considering 
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America of all countries should be diverse. In terms of majors, there are a total of 44 different 

majors. The most popular majors are mechanical engineering, computer science, electrical 

engineering, business, and chemical engineering.26  

Out of the students I surveyed, the demographic was majority female. I did get some 

diversity but about 70% of my survey was white so not as diverse as I’d like but not too 

surprising. I had a good spread among grades and majors. To see the demographic of students 

surveyed, see the Charts section.  

RPI is known for its engineering school and its business school. Both of these fields are 

typically considered masculine fields. Engineering, as part of STEM, is male dominated and 

women are severely underrepresented. This is slowly being improved, at least in numbers. Even 

if the numbers even out, if the attitudes towards women in STEM don’t change as well then it 

won’t really be equal. Two people can hold the same position and still not be equal due to the 

attitudes of individuals and societal standing. This ties in to the psychological and behavioral 

factors that make up a climate.  

Behavioral Factors 

There are a large variety of behaviors that contribute to a chilly climate for women. An 

overarching behavior is that in a professional setting where men are the vast majority even a 

few women are seen as too many. This is due to the perception gap, which creates the 

impression that the issue is solved when it isn’t. It’s also highly unfair to the few women in 

power because there is more focus on them. The rest of the behaviors will be categorized and 

summarized below; these have been compiled from several different sources to create an 

extensive list.16, 27, 4 
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1. Behaviors that single out women 

1) Disparaging women in general 

2) Focusing on looks or family rather than performance 

3) Sexist humor 

4) Grouping students by sex 

5) Counseling women to lower their goals 

6) Sexual harassment 

7) Disparaging comments about lesbians 

2. Behaviors that overlook women 

1) Giving women less time and attention than males 

2) Paying less serious and active attention to women 

I. Frequently interrupting them 

II. Minimal responses or ignoring them completely 

III. Seeking opinions or thoughts from men more than women 

IV. Crediting ideas to men 

V. Posture of inattentiveness when talking to women that changes when 

talking to men 

3) Responding with surprise and doubt when women express demanding career 

goals 

4) Treating women in an overprotective or patronizing manner 

3. Devaluing women 

1) Male success comes from internal factors, their ability or competence 

2) Women’s success comes from external factors, they are lucky 

3) Women’s accomplishments are downgraded or trivialized when equal or better 

than males’ 

4) Women’s abilities are more likely to be questioned, examined, or ignored than 

men’s 

5) Women’s conversations are deemed unimportant whereas men always have 

important discussions 



[30] 
 

6) Programs, courses, committees, etc. concerning women are seen as less valuable 

than other similar activities 

7) Fields identified with women are often downgraded 

4. Women are isolated, ignored, or treated as outsiders 

1) Men talk less to women than to other men and rarely include women in informal 

activities 

2) Sometimes men stop talking when female’s enter or ignore women’s attempt to 

join a conversation 

3) Women are often overlooked in various ways 

4) Women tend to get less feedback than men 

5) Men may forget or confuse the names of female colleagues more than those of 

males 

6) Minority women often face a lack of collegiality 

7) Women’s collegiality with other women may be viewed with suspicion  

8) Sometimes men are collegial with women but only when no other men are 

present 

5. Customs, patterns, practices also have a chilling effect 

1) Appointing women to less powerful committees 

2) Providing women with fewer budgetary and other resources than men of the 

same rank 

3) Giving men priority access 

4) Assigning women less desirable and less centrally located office space 

5) Using general masculine language which excludes women 

6) Generalizing women from a negative experience 

7) Discouraging individual women even in the face of obvious accomplishment 

8) Intentionally subverting women’s authority 

9) Rules may be stretched for men but rigidly enforced for women 

10) Women who raise issues about women may find themselves and their complaint 

ridiculed, ignored, or disparaged 
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6. Emphasis placed on female attractiveness 

1) Genders are treated differently on the basis of appearance 

7. Female participation is dampened by 

1) Not being recognized 

2) Being interrupted 

3) Not being looked at when they speak 

4) Having their comments ignored while men’s comments are acknowledged  

5) Having their suggestions and ideas ignored 

6) Not being assigned a task 

8. Pedagogy of science classes 

1) Males are graded higher than identical work turned in by females 

2) Males receive more attention  

These behaviors occur because of sexism. That is the root cause of all of this and until 

society changes enough for sexism to no longer exist, this sort thing will continue. These 

behaviors may not seem like a big deal, but it’s the accumulated effect of sexism that has the 

most impact. As mentioned before, it’s never just one or two incidents. Imagine having to deal 

with 3-4 of these behaviors in every class you had, in every job you had, in every interaction you 

had. Wouldn’t it get to you? Thankfully there are ways to mitigate these behaviors. From a 

policy standpoint, there are 10 things that can be done.27 

1. Create a policy statement making it clear that differential treatment of women on 

campus is not appropriate 

2. Educate members of the community about professional climate issues 

3. Establish a permanent committee to explore and report professional climate issues 

4. Designate a particular person or office to be responsible for institution-wide efforts to 

ensure equitable professional climate 

5. Hire more women at all levels 
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6. Evaluate all cutbacks to ensure that the burden doesn’t disproportionately fall on 

women 

7. Adopt non-sexist language 

8. Work to have more women on governing boards 

9. Ensure subtle differential treatment can be dealt with 

10. Publish annual report on progress 

From a more personal standpoint learning about these issues is a good start. Education 

alone is not enough though, students must examine their own beliefs and actions to reduce 

sexism and prejudice. Courses can be designed to teach students about these issues and ensure 

that they are actively involved with honest discussions.25 This would help students learn and 

work on improving their behavior to be fairer and contribute to creating a welcoming 

environment rather than a chilly one.  

Psychological Factors 

Psychological factors would be things like the perceptions and attitudes towards 

particular groups. Since climate is based on perceptions it’s a key framework for my research. 

Perceptions are also critical for determining equality, quantitative data can only tell you so 

much. Statistics could say that education is equal, but as discussed previously that is not 

actually the case due to a variety of other factors. Creating equality is important, but ensuring 

that students feel equal is just as important. This is where my survey comes into play and where 

the majority of my results are. I asked several questions in my survey aimed at determining 

what RPI’s climate was like and what the perceptions of students were in regards to women, 

particularly women in STEM.  
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The general trend at RPI seems to be that women perform about as well as men do. A 

handful of people believe that women perform better and only a few think they perform worse. 

There are also some students who are aware and acknowledge the problems women have in 

regards to STEM. Things like women being held to higher standards, being socialized to avoid 

STEM, the barriers of access, underrepresentation, and undervaluing women. Some students 

take these things into account and claim that women do worse because of these factors beyond 

their control. This shows the awareness of students, and awareness is important. Of course, 

things aren’t all good. There are a few students who are a bit misguided, believing in things like 

affirmative action favoring women even if they are underqualified, that in long-term careers 

women will do poorer because they will leave to have children, or that the pay gap is 

representative of the choices people make involving their careers and is justifiable. If you agree 

with these sorts of opinions, I hope by reading this you will change your mind. 

When questioned if they had ever experienced an event that made them feel 

unwelcome, disrespected, devalued, singled out, or overlooked the majority of females said yes. 

Female students at RPI have had to deal with teachers not supporting them, people changing 

their work and not crediting them, being ignored by professors, being looked down on and 

disregarded, and other similar incidents. In comparison, the three male students have had to 

deal with incidents like having to be a “die hard liberal” or a terrible person, answering a 

question wrong, or having a TA who focused on a female student and disregarded them. These 

incidents have little to do with gender, with the exception of the TA. No one should be 

disregarded due to their gender (or any other reason) but it’s clear from a comparison that 
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female students have to deal with a lot more than their male counterparts based on their 

gender.  

It would be biased to only question negative experiences, so I also asked about 

instances where students were made to feel welcome, respected, valued, etc. Interestingly 

enough, despite the majority females being made to feel unwelcome at times, there are also 

plenty of incidents that make them feel welcomed and respected. It doesn’t take a lot to make 

someone feel welcome, regardless of their gender. Little things like being asked for help, being 

given the chance to talk without interruptions, approval from professors, people being helpful 

and friendly, or their hard work being recognized is enough. It doesn’t take much to create a 

positive experience. However, it does seem to take some effort to make males feel welcome. 

The majority of males have not experienced any events that made them feel welcome or 

respected. The reasons behind this are unclear, more research is needed, but I suspect it has 

ties into male being the default. After all, if you’re usually treated poorly the bar for what 

qualifies as positive is set fairly low, whereas if you’re used to good treatment the bar tends to 

be higher.  

The safety and comfort of students is also important and so I questioned them about 

that as well. I wanted to know if they felt safe on campus, if there were any incidents that made 

them uncomfortable, and if they felt they could talk to RPI authority if something happened.  

RPI students tend to feel safe on campus. This is excellent and what colleges want for 

their campuses. However, there are two exceptions: being alone at night and being at 

fraternities. These two things tend to make women feel unsafe. Being alone at night, as a 
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woman, is absolutely terrifying and to avoided as much as possible. Whenever I have to go out 

alone in the dark I’m thankful for all the emergency blue light phones, it makes me feel a little 

bit better.  As a woman, I would also agree to be cautious around fraternities. There are 

stereotypes about fraternities that lead to them having certain reputations, and certain 

fraternities have their own additional reputations. That being said not all fraternities are bad, 

but a little caution never hurt and it’s better to be safe than sorry.  

Despite the general feeling of safety, there are lots of incidents that make students 

uncomfortable. While the majority of discomfort is felt by females, the number of males being 

made to feel uncomfortable is enough to take note. However, looking at the reasons beyond 

the discomfort is telling. The reasons behind male discomfort on campus tended to be along 

the lines of anxiety, being judged for opinions or not meeting societal standards, and concern 

for others. The awareness needed to notice another’s discomfort, to be mindful that certain 

behaviors could make someone uncomfortable is encouraging. The fact that that’s slightly 

surprising, however, does not bode well for society. The reasons behind female discomfort on 

campus, however, all boils down to sexist behavior. Guys being creepy, unwelcome attention, 

being singled out, and so on. That needs to change. It may be unreasonable to say that no one 

should be made to feel unsafe or uncomfortable, but there could definitely be improvements to 

make everyone’s college experience better.  

When it comes to RPI authority, there needs to be serious improvements. We have 

public safety (Pubsafe) to help us and keep us safe, but no one really trusts Pubsafe to do 

anything.  Students seem to prefer going to deans over any other authority figure. The majority 
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of students would go to someone if something happened; however, there seems to be very 

little faith in something actually coming from it if it’s a serious issue.  The reasons why aren’t 

entirely clear but at least part of it is because of the way Pubsafe has handled things in the past 

(and present).  The sense I got from my survey results were that students would go to an 

authority figure because that’s what you’re supposed to do, not because they thought anything 

would come from it.  

Serious issues must be dealt with seriously. Things like sexual assault on campus may 

give RPI a bad image but taking it seriously and punishing the offenders would offset that. 

Giving serious issues, whatever they may be, the proper attention would show that RPI actually 

cares about its students, potentially drawing in more students and improving the climate. The 

other part of improving relations would be taking their jobs seriously. Pubsafe is good for minor 

things, as long as they aren’t seemingly inconsequential. I’ve heard many stories of students 

who called Pubsafe for things ranging from transportation due to an injury to feeling scared 

walking campus alone at night, and they were all denied assistance. Pubsafe isn’t a taxi service, 

but helping injured students get to the health center should be doable.  And since they are 

supposed to help keep us safe, sending someone to walk with a scared student shouldn’t be an 

issue. Dismissing a student’s fears is not a good thing.  

Women in STEM 

All the previous information leads up to this and is important to know to fully 

understand the issues surrounding women in STEM. Educational inequality is the first barrier 

that applies to everyone, though admittedly it is more a barrier for some than others. 

Standardized testing is the barrier that focuses the issue on gender.  And gender inequality is 



[37] 
 

another major barrier with several different factors, though I’m focusing on campus climate and 

sexism. These two have close ties with each other since sexism is the cause of the behaviors 

and perceptions that lead to an unwelcome climate. Both influence women in STEM.  

This might not seem like a big deal, but it is a fairly serious issue. Equality is a major 

reason why but it is far from the only one. By increasing the number of women in STEM, the 

amount of diversity would be increased, which would lead to improvements in scientific and 

technical endeavors.  This is due to a combination of two things: the added different 

perspectives and politics and social power. Politics and social power influence what questions 

are asked and how scientists interpret answers. Currently it’s primarily males asking and 

answering questions, which leaves out a lot of information and the field of information 

becomes narrow.  There is also the lost potential due to the lack women in STEM; all the factors 

that push women out of STEM leads to intelligent women working elsewhere.4 

There are a lot of leaks in the STEM pipeline, some of which apply to each gender. Some 

students express an interest in STEM and then later change their minds, some start with a STEM 

major and then change majors before graduation, and some students graduate with a STEM 

degree and then choose a career elsewhere.  These things happen and they apply to each 

gender, but women leak out significantly more than men. It’s not a conscious filter that causes 

this but rather various factors come together to create this cumulative effect. Despite it being a 

cumulative effect, most researchers only focus on one reason for women dropping out of STEM.  

There are nine major proposed reasons from various researchers, and of course each different 

reason has a different approach to solving the issue. All of these interact with each other so it’s 
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important to look at all of them and see how they interrelate. However, three of them have 

significant overlap with each other so I will be combining them. Each of these reasons is simply 

another factor in preventing women from entering STEM and each has varying importance.4 

Biology 

Biological differences between the genders have been studied for over a century to 

determine who was more intelligent. Most of these studies have been tossed but the most 

recent one is still readily believed.  The latest attempt to convince people is based on the 

different types of intelligence (verbal, mathematical, spatial, and logical).  It’s commonly 

believed that males have better mathematical and spatial abilities and that females are better 

in verbal abilities.  But the facts show that there is no difference in verbal ability among genders 

and the difference in spatial abilities is not sufficient to explain the lack of women in STEM. This 

is also a dangerous line of thinking because if the cause is biological, then no one can do 

anything to solve the issue and so won’t bother.4 But there is plenty that can be done.  

Academic Preparation  

Some researchers argue that women avoid STEM and drop out more because girls lack 

the academic preparation to be successful STEM students. This is completely false: girls’ who 

are just as well-prepared as boys still drop out at greater rates.4  When it comes to academic 

preparation, one could possibly make the case that girls’ are more prepared based on behavior 

and character traits.  

Attitudes and early experiences, Curriculum, and Pedagogy 

Female attitudes towards science differ from males and they are often less positive. Part 

of this is due to the way each kind of science is presented. Girls often are more interested in life 

sciences than physical ones due to their desire to care for people or animals. It’s not just a 
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public relations issue, there’s also an underlying “maleness” of science and this notion of caring 

for others ties into gender roles.4  

Another part of this is the pedagogy and curriculum. Males are favored by the 

curriculum and the pedagogy plain and simple. There is a sex bias in textbooks where females 

are either left out or assigned the role of passive observer – it is unequal representation and 

representation matters. This is slowly being balanced out but there are still issues with the way 

things are taught.4 And if someone wants to argue that women are left out because they 

haven’t contributed as much as men, they should look closer. Women have contributed far 

more than anyone gives them credit for - their stories, their efforts have been unseen because 

the stories and efforts of men have been given greater value simply because of their gender.  

There’s also the underlying idea of “Science is for boys” that permeates the classroom. 

People believe that having this belief is fine as long as the students are treated fairly but it’s not. 

This attitude has a serious impact on students. It teaches the idea that science is a boys thing 

and not for girls. It’s discouraging for girls, and it makes science a matter of gender and 

socializes girls away from it. It also affects the teachers and leads them to give males better 

grades even if the work females turn in is identical.4  

The most important thing about this factor is that it starts early, in primary school, long 

before students start thinking about majors and careers but it steers them away from STEM 

when that time comes. These things lead to a less positive experience with sciences for girls and 

as such they are less inclined to get involved with science. If someone doesn’t have a good 

experience with something, why would they want to do it again? 
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Role Models 

There is a lack of females in STEM to be role models for younger generations. Role models 

motivate and inspire, they act as a representation of the possible. Having a role model is 

important, though not critical, and has strong ties to issues of representation. Representations 

matters. It matters in society and it matters in media. Media portrayals of people shape the 

way those people are viewed and has a long lasting impact. It has the power to show people 

their potential or even that they aren’t alone in their experiences. The media portrayal of 

female scientists is disappointing to say the least. No matter how brilliant the woman, no 

matter what she accomplishes, the media always focuses on her appearances, her looks and 

what she’s wearing.  

The lack of role models is a factor but it isn’t critical for fixing the issue of women in STEM.  

Fixing the way women in STEM are represented, and giving them more representation, would 

be slightly more important than simply increasing the number of role models. Fixing the 

barriers of access would increase the number of role models available. Fixing the way they are 

represented would increase the possibility of women joining STEM.  

Climate 

Chilly climate is another factor. This has been thoroughly discussed in regards to RPI’s 

climate in a previous section. This is a very important factor. It can be linked to self-confidence, 

a sense of belonging, and social identity threat. Self-confidence is linked to persistence in STEM 

and a sense of belonging can reduce interest in being part of a group.15,2 The subtle but 

consistent favoring of males, the accumulation of these experiences, reduces the sense of 

belonging for women in STEM.15 The physical environment itself can act a barrier as well. 
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Objects placed within an environment communicate group characteristics. Studies show that 

women can be deterred from a field even if they are well represented due to the environment 

making them feel unwelcome - the more masculine an area was perceived to be the less 

interest they had. 2 I believe that this is because a masculine environment is more likely to be a 

chilly climate for women, and women recognize this and thus avoid it as much as they can.  

Social identity threat is the fear of being devalued, negatively stereotyped, or 

discriminated against based on one’s social group.  The most commonly studied form of this is 

stereotype threat, where people are in situations where they might confirm a negative 

stereotype about their group. This can lead to underperformance. Negative stereotypes 

combined with subtle sexism create a threatening and unsupportive environment that prevent 

women from reaching their full potential and can lead to disengagement.23 

Gender roles 

Cultural pressures to conform to traditional gender roles are a fairly strong influence on 

students. Students live up to expectations of teachers and want to fill the roles that are 

expected of them. Gender roles isn’t just a problem for education, it’s a societal issue with far-

reaching consequences. Children are socialized into behaving in certain ways according to their 

gender and this is enforced in society and media. An example of this is the “Lolita effect”, which 

is the five myths shown in popular media that socialize girls into gender. These myths ultimately 

undermine girls’ self-confidence and contribute to female objectification.9 As discussed 

previously, self-confidence is important for women in STEM (and life in general). 
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Masculine worldview of science 

The inherent masculine worldview in science also works to prevent women from 

entering STEM. Science educators seem to be afraid of feminist science because it challenges 

the foundations of science, so it’s often left out of discussions and reviews. There are three 

dominant perspectives of feminist science.4  

1) Feminist standpoint theory which states that science should be done from the 

perspective of women because their position outside the dominant social order 

gives them a more objective view then men. 

2) Situated knowledge which is the belief that everyone can take on different 

standpoints at different times and people can temporarily take on other’s 

standpoints. 

3) Feminist Empiricism which uses ‘contextual empiricism’, connecting claims of 

truth to the available evidence, and political beliefs to guide theoretical positions. 

It also wants scientists to acknowledge their political biases and work with them.  

If a woman succeeds despite all these barriers and gains a career within STEM, her troubles are 

far from over. The climate is still unwelcoming and on top of that there are five more biases 

that aim to push women out of STEM.35 

1. The prove-it-again bias, which forces women to provide more evidence of competence 

than men in order to be seen as equal. 

2. The Tightrope bias, named after the fine line between too feminine to be competent 

and too masculine to be likeable. Women are pressured into taking dead-end traditional 
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feminine roles and receive backlash for stereotypically masculine behaviors such as 

assertiveness, expressing anger, and self-promotion.  

3. The Maternal Wall is a bias that impacts every woman, regardless of if they have 

children. There is a strong assumption that women will lose work commitment and 

competence after they have children.  For women without children, they are expected 

to work longer hours to make up for those with children. It’s a no-win situation.  

4. The Tug of War bias is slowly becoming less relevant, but still emerges enough to be 

relevant at this point in time. This bias is about how the gender bias against women 

creates conflict among women. Women who experiences discrimination early on in 

careers tend to distance themselves from other women. The majority of women support 

each other but these patterns still emerge often enough to have relevance.  

5. Isolation is the final point and this applies mainly to women of color. Women of color 

have to deal with the other biases as well as this one. White women do not have to deal 

with isolation, which doesn’t mean they have it easy but rather means that women of 

color have it even more difficult.  

These biases contribute to reducing the sense of belonging that women have in STEM and their 

self-confidence. As mentioned previously, self-confidence and a sense of belonging have been 

strongly linked to persistence in STEM and self-confidence is heavily influenced by social 

interaction, especially for women in male-dominated fields.15 All in all it’s not a very good 

situation for women. 
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Solutions 
Solving the issue of gender equality in education as a whole would require a complete 

overhaul of the education system to start. It would also require a long enough period of time 

for society to change. Narrowing it to STEM and higher education makes it more feasible. That 

being said, to thoroughly address the issue of women in STEM changes would have to be made 

at every level of education. By the time students reach college a lot of them have already been 

pushed away from STEM. Just keeping the students who have made it that far isn’t enough to 

increase the number of women in STEM. 

First and foremost the idea that biological differences determine which gender is better 

needs to stop. This is something that, despite being completely false, is readily believed by the 

vast majority of individuals. Teaching the next generations that this is false is a start to a better 

future. On top of that, teachers need to change the way they treat students. Students should be 

treated equally, regardless of gender or race. The pedagogy of the education system favors 

males and this shows in the behavior of teachers. This is done unconsciously and is a 

consequence of the sexism that is embedded into our system and society. This makes it very 

difficult to change and getting rid of it entirely will take a long time.  

To start creating this change, it’s necessary to educate teachers and students about 

prejudice, racism, and sexism. Studies have determined several ways to reduce prejudice, most 

of which involve learning about prejudice and training to appreciate diversity. Individual 

oriented techniques help individuals recognize contradictions in their own behavior and 

become more tolerant of others while intergroup approaches help individuals see that groups 

of other people are diverse and they aren’t all the same. The key with this is teaching how 
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prejudice develops and how it can be reduced as well as honest discussions about 

discrimination and stereotypes from personal experiences so that students can examine their 

own beliefs and actions.25 The more involved students are the better. 

Again this is needed for both teachers and students. Teachers need to learn this so they 

can set a good example for students, and help prevent the younger students who haven’t yet 

learned any prejudices from learning them. Students need to learn this to reduce prejudice and 

discrimination in society, especially since they are the next generation. Society has some role in 

shaping people but it is people that make up society and thus they are the ones who determine 

the future. The younger they are the taught, the better because the older one is the harder it is 

to change ones mindset. 

Tied in with this is the need to reduce cultural pressures for people to conform to 

gender roles. In short, we need to stop enforcing gender roles. This applies to everyone but it 

will be more beneficial for young children who have yet to fully understand and conform to 

gender roles. Even if gender roles are no longer enforced, it will be hard to go against them 

when one has lived their whole life with them. This will take a very long time to stop due to the 

fact that gender roles are so embedded within our culture, even more so than sexism and 

racism. However, if this can be managed it will also reduce gender inequalities since conforming 

to gender roles only reinforces those inequalities and differences.9  

Focusing on the education system rather than individuals, it is necessary to change the 

curriculum to increase the number of women in STEM. This change should be aimed at getting 

rid of the sex bias in the curriculum and the materials used. The sex bias is slowly leaving the 
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textbooks but it is still within the curriculum. The sex bias in the curriculum is tied into gender 

roles and defining things as “masculine” or “feminine”. While science as a whole tends to be 

more “masculine”, some of the life sciences are viewed as more “feminine”. Changing the way 

sciences are taught can mitigate this as well.4  

The last suggestion deals with campus climate. Campus climate can be assessed by the 

historical context, the structural diversity, psychological factors, and behavioral factors.12There 

isn’t anything that can be done for the historical context but the rest can be fixed. For structural 

diversity, this would be a matter of increasing diversity for each gender and ethnicity. This could 

be done by changing admissions standards. In particular, the process of using standardized 

testing to filter out applicants could be changed. As discussed previously, standardized testing 

does a poor job of demonstrating ability and does a better job of determining student’s 

demographic.21 

Dealing with psychological and behavioral factors would be a bit trickier, but still do-able. 

Suggestions for improving the behavioral factors have been discussed previously but to recap 

education is crucial for this, the same education to reduce prejudices, sexism, and racism 

discussed in this section. For the psychological factors, it’s necessary for institutions to talk to 

their students and learn what their perceptions are. Problems can’t be fixed if no one knows 

they exist. Essentially what needs to happen for this is for administration to gather information 

from students, identify solutions to make the climate more welcoming, choose one and 

implement it, and then follow-up to ensure it was effective. Repeat as needed and combine 
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with solutions for behavioral factors and policy changes suggested previously in the campus 

climate section.  

These suggestions are more long-term and will have far-reaching consequences beyond 

just women in STEM and the education system. These changes are about changing the culture 

and our society, because simply increasing access to STEM isn’t enough. With the way women 

are treated within STEM, it’s akin to a pipeline full of acid. Just because you can get in doesn’t 

mean you want to. The acid needs to be removed from the pipeline so individuals will want to 

get in and the leaks must be fixed so that they can. This will completely change society as we 

know it, but these changes will be gradual and take several generations to be fully ingrained 

into our society. The majority of these solutions would be difficult to implement due to the 

number of barriers in the way. No one likes change, especially not change on this scale. A 

glance at America’s recent history will show just how hard it is to fight for equality and how 

difficult it is to change people’s mindsets regardless of policy changes. It won’t be easy to 

create this change, but it is needed.  
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Figure 1 Grade Demographic from Survey 

Figure 2  Gender Demographic from Survey 
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