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 he United States has long been a global leader 
in the fields of science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics — collectively known as STEM fields 
— but like the old fable “The Tortoise and the Hare” 
taught us, there’s danger in feeling too comfortable 
in the lead. Studies are increasingly showing that, 
as a nation, we are losing our competitive edge in 
STEM fields, and not just against China and Japan, 
whose rigorous educational standards and impres-
sive achievements are well publicized in the media. 
For example, in math, U.S. student performance lags 
behind that of the Netherlands, Singapore and Slova-
kia. In science, the U.S. trails behind New Zealand, 
Finland and Hungary. According to the United States 
Department of Education, only 16 percent of American 
high school seniors are proficient in math and are in-
terested in pursuing a STEM-related career. Of those 
students who major in STEM fields in college, only 
half go on to work in a STEM field. 

When you look at the number of girls and young 
women majoring in STEM fields and pursuing STEM 
careers, the figures get even more dismal. Women 
earn only 20 percent of the bachelor degrees awarded 
in STEM fields. And while women make up 48 percent 
of the overall workforce, they hold only 24 percent of 
STEM jobs.
NetworkiNg

So, what happens between grades K-12 — when 
both boys and girls are required to study STEM fields 
— and career, when the numbers of women in STEM 
fields are dramatically low compared to their male 
counterparts? According to the 2010 report “Why 

So Few? Women in Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics” by the American Association of 
University Women, environmental and social barriers, 
such as gender bias, stereotyping and the climate of 
STEM departments in many colleges and universities 
is contributing to the lack of females involved in STEM 
fields. To help combat this phenomenon, groups that 
provide support, mentorship and encouragement for 
female STEM students are emerging at universities 
and colleges across the country; groups like Graduate 
Women in Science and Engineering (GWISE) at Dart-
mouth College in Hanover, N.H.

GWISE is a community of female graduate students 

Science Day  
at Dartmouth

GWISE supports girls 
considering careers in science, 
technology, engineering and 
mathematics.
By BarBra alan

T

Dartmouth College graduate students lead hands-on experiments 
for Science Day participants in their labs. In this photo, students 
are learning about the carbon cycle and global warming in the 
Ecology and Evolutionary Biology department.
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majoring in the 
various STEM 
fields. The 
group provides 
professional 
development 
and a growing 
social network 
of women in the 
sciences, with 
the overall goal 
of supporting 
women during 
their graduate 
careers and empowering them to 
be successful members of the STEM 
workforce. 

“This is so important because, 
in some STEM fields, women are 
so underrepresented that a woman 
may be the only female in her whole 
lab,” says GWISE’s Anna Prescott, 
a PhD student in Dartmouth’s 
Psychology and Brain Sciences 
Program. “It can be an isolating and 
demoralizing experience, so a group 
for women scientists helps to pro-
vide a network of women who can 
support each other personally and 
professionally.”
BeyoNd dartmouth

In the summer of 2012, Prescott 
and fellow graduate student Aarathi 
Prasad decided to expand GWISE’s 
impact beyond supporting and men-
toring graduate students at Dart-
mouth. “We wanted to increase the 
presence of GWISE on campus and 
make it a more active group,” says 
Prescott. “At our first meeting that 
summer, we met with women from 
different departments throughout 
the college to talk about what they 
wanted from the group, and many 
noted that they wanted the group 
to provide outreach opportunities. 
They wanted to encourage others 
and to help younger girls succeed.”

It was from this desire that Sci-
ence Day at Dartmouth came about. 
The inaugural Science Day, held 

in 2013, welcomed more than 150 
students and adults. The event 
gives students — boys and girls — a 
unique opportunity to visit labo-
ratories on a college campus, meet 
and talk with real scientists-in-
training, and learn about a wide va-
riety of fields of scientific research. 
Dartmouth graduate students in the 
sciences lead fun demonstrations 
and supervise hands-on activities. 

“When we started to plan Science 
Day we realized that we didn’t want 
to exclude boys from the activities, 
and we didn’t want to exclude male 
graduate students, either,” says 
Prescott. “However, more than half of 
our graduate student volunteers are 
women, and seeing so many women 
scientists sends a positive message 
to both boys and girls that science is 
something women do and love.”

Prescott notes that Science Day 
is as much fun as it is educational. 
“Seeing a cool science demonstra-
tion in your classroom is great, but 
there’s something special about 
seeing a scientist in her own lab, 
with her own equipment, sharing 
what she does everyday. There’s a 
lot of amazing stuff we can demon-
strate here that we can’t bring to a 
classroom. It’s a different kind of 
learning, and it’s exciting!”

Galvanized by the success of Sci-
ence Day 2013, GWISE is eagerly 
anticipating Science Day 2014, set 

for Saturday, 
April 5.  With 
groups like 
GWISE and 
events like 
Science Day 
supporting and 
encouraging 
the participa-
tion of girls and 
women in the 
STEM fields, 
who knows? 
The next Ste-

phen Hawking, Neil deGrasse Tyson 
or Mark Zuckerberg just may be 
female.

For more information on  
GWISE and Science Day, visit http://
graduate.dartmouth.edu/careers/
gwise.html 

Barbra alan is a freelance writer based in 
alexandria, n.H.

how to eNcourage 
your daughter

 
parent

tip

▪ Have a can-do attitude: Tell your 

daughter that you believe she’s 

smart enough to have any career she 

wants if she’s willing to work for it. 

Encourage her to take “can’t” out of 

her vocabulary.

▪ remind her that science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics are 

part of her world and are areas that 

she touches in a variety of ways 

already. Encourage her to be curious 

about how things work, or why things 

are the way they are.

▪ Make it fun! Check out science 

museums; look into summer science 

camps; buy her a chemistry set; 

or simply get outside and observe 

what’s going on in the natural world.

▪ Introduce her to female STEM 

professionals. Science Day at 

Dartmouth is a great way to do this.

(Left) Enthusiastic grad students display sheep brains in Brain Sciences lab.  
(Right) Students extract DNA from fruit in the Molecular and Cellular Biology dept.
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