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Does the old-boy
network keep
women from

When Neena Schwartz became a member of the first
National Academy of Sciences (NAS) committee on
women, in 1974, she was an optimist about the prospects
for women in academia. “We thought all you had to do was
get more women into the pool—into graduate schools and
tenure-track positions—and automatically they would
move onto the faculty and into industry and so on,” says
Schwartz, William Deering professor of biological science
at Northwestern University. “Well,” she says, “we were
naive.”

Today, the number of women getting Ph.D.s has
grown in almost every field of science and engineering: the
total is up from 21% in 1979 to 28% in 1989. But not

enough of those

M new Ph.D.s are

S S U e M making it all the
way to tenured jobs
in universities and colleges. In
1979, according to National Sci-
ence Foundation (NSF) figures,
women held 5% of all tenured posi-
tions. By 1989, the figure had
risen—but only to 7%. “Sex differ-
ences in rank and tenure status con-
tinue to exist in a major way, and
the recent data do not show a sig-

Ieaplng over this port prepared last year by Margrete

. S. Klein, director of women’s pro-
crucial career grams at the NSF.

And that’s a huge problem for

hurdle? women in science, because tenure

is the gateway to a successful career

by Ann Gibbons in academic research. Only when a
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researcher gets tenure can she put
aside the struggle for the next job and concentrate on
research, which is the key to further career advancement.
And it is tenured researchers who attract the best graduate
students and postdocs and get appointed to the most impor-
tant committees, meeting organizing groups, and editorial
boards. _

Yet because the criteria for tenure are flexible—and
often subjective—it is an area where women can be
easily discriminated against, some-
times for subtle reasons. Some
women don’t fare well because they
are isolated, lacking the alliances
with older male colleagues that
younger male scientists develop (see
article on mentoring, page 1368).
Others are denied
tenure or promo-
tion because of
entrenched atti-
tudes that women
are not as good at
science or are
less committed to
research due to
family responsi-
bilities.

In recent years, the NSF, private foundations, and
some universities have begun to create programs aimed at
keeping tenure-track women on track for the long haul (see
box on facing page). But these efforts have a dispiriting
legacy to overcome. Sex differences in rank and tenure
persist even when men and women are matched for field of

“We were naive.”
Neena Schwartz
now thinks it will
take more than
simply increasing
the number of
female Ph.D.s to
get women to the
top in science.
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nificant improvement,” says a re-
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science, for the quality of the
institution from which they
earned their doctorate, and for
the number of years since their
doctorates were earned, says
the NSF report. In 1989,
women held just 8% of the full
professorships in science and
engineering. That’s an increase
of just 2 percentage points
since 1979, which is “not sig-
nificant” compared with the
growing number of women eli-
gible for promotion during that
time, says the NSF’s Klein.

“You would think there was something mystical about
the figure for the proportion of women at full professor,
because it just doesn’t change,” says Mary Frank Fox, an
associate professor of sociology and women’s studies at
Pennsylvania State University, and an expert on scientists’
productivity in research. “It just sits there stagnating—
almost independent of the changing pool of female Ph.D.-
level scientists.”

Klein thinks the basic obstacle is simply “the old-boy
network,” which is “still very much in place.” She adds:
“There are lots of hard-charging women out there, so the
only reason I can see [why women aren’t making it to the
top] is that men feel comfortable working with men.”
Schwartz recalls that on an NIH study section she was
surprised by the attitude of male colleagues, who were
much more likely to question whether a woman’s work was
independent of her advisor than they were to ask the same
question about a man’s research.

When it comes to tenure, the only chink in women’s
armor is that their overall productivity—measured by pub-
lication rates—is not as high as men’s. No one knows why
that is, although sociologists like Fox say women’s lower
productivity is both “a cause and an effect of their lower
status in science.” Lower status limits their chances to
collaborate and win grants—which, in turn, reinforces the
perception that women are less productive.

The productivity differential isn’t simply a function of
women’s need to spend time raising their children. Recent
studies, including a decade of work
by Jonathan Cole and Harriet
Zuckerman of Columbia University,
find “that women with children were
more productive than women with-
., out,” says Cole. But the perception
= that having children reduces a
& woman’s productivity persists—and
& it may be hurting women in their
effort to get tenure at the top schools.

Can these perceptions be
changed? The answer to that question
isn’t clear, but the stakes are high
Z when it comes to women and tenure.
~ |Z Unless the obstacles to tenure come
~ |2 down and women are allowed to reach
B the career pinnacles in research, their

participation won’t do science much
good. Says Fox: “If we’re not going to disassemble the
barriers, and if we’re not going to help assure the sustained
participation and performance of women in science, then
you really have to question whether increasing these
numbers of women in doctoral education is going to
make any difference for the enterprise of science.”

Productivity maven. Mary
Frank Fox.
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Name:
Title:

Institution:

Telephone # (optional):

Field of scientific specialization:
Years in the field:

On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the most \gluable and 5 be sast at for i alorganizations for women have been helpful to
valuable, which elements of “Women in Sci
valuable? (Please circle one for each)

Profile of a Field: Neuroscience 2 3 ‘ 4
Profile of a Field: Chemistry D) v i i ave you had that are relevant to women in science?
Profile of a Field: Mathematxcs 1 cessa

Key Issue Mentormg 1:22
Key Issue: Tenure 12562 3 5
Key Issue: The Two-Career Science Marriage e
11 288 A EEDidINet Read Deputy News Editor, Science
Speaking Out 1 2 3 4 5 D|d Not Read Washington, DC 20005

Or FAX to (202) 371-9821

Do you think “Women in Science” should be annual feature of (an responses will be kept confidential, with the possible exception of being included—without
Science? names—in surveys presented to the Board of the AAAS or to advertisers.)
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