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Washington, DC   -  Have you  been following the predictable controversy following the recent remarks by Harvard University President Lawrence Summers in which he discussed the continuing underrepresentation of women in certain scientific disciplines?  The howls from the guardians of political correctness were swift, predictable, and foolish.

Summers was speaking at a conference in Cambridge, Massachusetts on diversifying the science and engineering workforce.  In his opening remarks he specifically told the audience that he had chosen to ask some difficult questions and to even attempt provocation, rather than simply recite what efforts Harvard was making toward sexual diversity in hiring and promotion.  Having read a transcript of his remarks carefully, I can tell you what Summers actually said (as opposed to what many critics have been saying that he said).

Here is what the man said.  Women’s representation in tenured positions in science and engineering at top universities and research institutions is considerably less than men.   There simply are far less female than male engineers, physicists, astronomers, chemists, - basically across the board in most science areas.  Rather than simply wring one’s hands and lament this situation, Summers had the guts to put forth three hypotheses as to why this situation exists : (1) the high-powered job scenario, (2) the different availability of aptitude at the high end, and (3) different socialization and patterns of discrimination.

There was not too much controversy concerning Summers thoughts on (1) and (3).  Many fields outside science have seen women fail to progress in high-powered jobs due to the pull of maternal responsibilities, so the argument that men have a better shot at demanding jobs at the top is not new.  And the third argument, discrimination, is also not new, or particularly controversial, in view of continuing “good ole boys” clubs.  But the second argument, namely that there are inherent difference in abilities between males and females for performing high-end science and engineering lit a firestorm. Although Summers was careful in his remarks to add caveats for individual cases, his basic argument was that men statistically perform better than women in almost every measure of science aptitude.  His proposed several solutions to the problem, including the fact that we should certainly study these differences so that we better understand the entire process by which women select careers.  

For his remarks, Summers was castigated and nearly run out of Harvard.  To suggest that there may be differences in capabilities for certain endeavors between men and women is, to many in the political correctness club, absolute heresy.  Unfortunately for these folks, I must add my own personal experience as a classroom Physics teacher.  In my Advanced Placement (AP) course, female students typically do as well as the males (and we have just as many girls as boys in my two classes).  However, on the standardized multiple-choice test given by the College Board as one half of the final AP exam, my female students have scored considerably lower than the boy students every year since 1990.  And on the high end, those achieving the top score of 5 on the test, since 1990 I have had only two females total achieve a 5, while every year several boys make the top score.  Apparently there are differences, and they are more pronounced at the upper end – exactly as Mr. Summers was pointing out.  

So maybe we should listen to the Harvard President and make a serious effort to figure this out, rather than labeling him a sexist bigot.

I thought you might like to know.
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