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Faculty Versus Student
Turnover Rate Left Out of
Gender Equity Analysis
To the Editor:

I was appalled when I read the lead
article in Science Policy in the September
2008 issue of MRS Bulletin (Vol. 33, No. 9,
p. 822). “Materials Community Examines
Gender Equity,” by Ashley Predith, sum-
marizing the discussion at a recent Work -
shop on Gender Equity in Materials
Science and Engineering, appropriately
focuses our attention on an important
issue and reminds us that we have more
to do to bring women into our profession
at all levels of the education stream.
Many of us have long recognized this
problem and have worked aggressively
to address a situation that was far worse
20 years ago. Over these two decades and
longer, affirmative action in hiring has
been a component at universities as well
as at government and industrial labora -
tories. Can we do more? Certainly the
answer is yes, but not if we use bad data
and misperceptions to guide our actions.

I believe that in analyzing our efforts in
this hiring area, accurate data is impera-

tive, and that a scientific journal such as
the MRS Bulletin should play a particularly
important role by presenting the case with
clarity and accuracy. Unfortunately, the
data quoted in this article is misleading
and inappropriately displayed. Shown in
the accompanying figure is a comparison
of the percentage of women receiving BS
or PhD in MSE degrees with the percent-
age of women in faculties of MSE depart-
ments. The workshop and this article then
conclude that we must be doing some-
thing very wrong in our hiring and reten-
tion practice because the latter number is
so much smaller than the former ones. We
may indeed be doing things wrong, but
one cannot justify that from this “apple
and orange” data comparison. 

To clarify, I note that the “tenure” of
students in both the BS and PhD programs
is ~4–5 years while the tenure of faculty is
~10 times greater. That means a 20–25%
turnover in students every year but only a
2–2.5% turnover of faculty each year. Each
year offers an opportunity to dramatically
increase the percentage of women in
undergraduate and graduate programs,
while only a small impact may be made

on the percentage of women in faculties.
A crude linearization of the data presented
in the article and a bit of algebra reveals
that hiring in recent years is approximately
at the same percentage of women as the
graduating PhD level. 

Many of the attitudes and behavior
suggested in the article as reasons that we
“overrate men over women” may be cor-
rect, but if hiring is at the same rate as in
the available market, they may not really
apply to today’s reality in MSE depart-
ments. Perhaps we should be engaged in
a still more aggressive affirmative action
program, but we should not castigate
ourselves as if we were all still actively
(or even unconsciously) discriminating
in hiring (as was certainly once the case). 
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