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Overview of talk

Challenge: 2005

Backward to . . . similar challenge: 1980s

Response from AWM and others: 1980s

Forward to . . . response from AWM and others: 2005–2009

Response from AWM: 2001–present



January 15, 2005, Lawrence Summers, president of Harvard, remarked 
on the lack of women on mathematics and science faculties at top US 
universities:

. . . my best guess, to provoke you, . . . there are issues of 
intrinsic aptitude. . . .

His remark suggested that women were less capable of being top 
mathematicians. 

This resulted in much publicity and some headlines like this:

Was Summers Right About Intrinsic Aptitude? (Washington Post)



A similar event occurred in the 1980s.
In “talent searches,” a university entrance examination (the 
SAT-M) was given to 7th and 8th grade student volunteers by 
psychologists Camilla Benbow and Julian Stanley.
• Finding: A very large proportion of students with high 

scores were boys.
• Interpretation: Superior male ability, not due to taking 

different courses.
This was published in Science, a prestigious journal, and 
resulted in much publicity.



1980 headlines about the Science article:

• Do Males Have a Math Gene? (Newsweek)

• The Gender Factor in Math (Time)

• Are Girls Born with Less Ability? (Science)

A study from the 1980s shows that such publicity can have an 
adverse effect on girls and their parents (Eccles & Jacobs, 1986). 
Girls whose parents heard of the study took fewer mathematics 
courses and were less confident mathematically.



Response from AWM to the Science article: 1981

• Editorial in Science by Mary Gray and Alice Schafer (first two 
AWM presidents)

• AWM statement about flaws in the Science article and its 
inferences

• Press conference about the Science article organized by the 
American Mathematical Society included Gray and Schafer

• Articles in the AWM newsletter



But . . . Science published a similar article by Benbow 
and Stanley in 1983. 

It was followed by similar headlines in the media.



Fast forward to 2005 and the Summers remarks.

In 2005, responses were more extensive than those in the  
1980s.



Response to Summers in 2005

•AWM members helped to organize statements in support of 
women from other mathematical societies: American Mathematical 
Society (AMS), International Council for Industrial and Applied 
Mathematics (ICIAM), . . .

•January 28: AWM president Carolyn Gordon’s letter to the New 
York Times was published.

•AWM members wrote op-eds in newspapers and wrote letters to the 
editor.



Response to Summers in 2006–2010
Former AWM president Carolyn Gordon reflecting on Summers: 

"Much good came out of Summers’ remarks, as the anger it produced resulted 
in greater public focus on barriers facing women.”

• 2006: Mathematics institute BIRS workshop on women in mathematics organized 
attended by AWM current and past presidents, among others.

• 2007: Report of the BIRS workshop, Women mathematicians in the academic 
ranks: A call to action, with recruitment and hiring recommendations. 

• 2010: “Truth Values,” a play about the difficulties being a woman graduate 
student in mathematics, performance and discussion at Joint Mathematics 
Meetings, sponsored by the Mathematical Sciences Research Institute, portion of 
proceeds to AWM.



2006–2009: As president-elect and president of AWM, I had the opportunity 
to discuss flaws in the evidence mentioned by Summers, in the AWM 
newsletter, the Mathematical Association of America newsletter, and in talks.

What was this evidence?

Summers said the evidence for his speculative hypothesis that 
biological differences may partially account for this gender gap 
comes instead from scholars cited in Johnstone Family Professor of 
Psychology Steven Pinker’s bestselling 2002 book The Blank Slate: 
The Modern Denial of Human Nature.

—Harvard Crimson, 1/19/2005

The evidence in The Blank Slate is the 1983 Benbow and Stanley Science
article about the talent searches!



Fortunately:

In 2009, AWM member Janet Mertz and psychologist Janet Hyde 
published an article in the Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences with evidence countering Summers’ remark about “intrinsic 
aptitude” and the 1980s Benbow and Stanley Science articles.



But . . . what about students affected by doubts such as:

Do Males Have a Math Gene?

Was Summers Right About Intrinsic Aptitude?



AWM is a many-splendored thing. One of its many splendors is:

AWM Essay Contest for students (any gender, any country), https://awm-
math.org/awards/student-essay-contest:

• Began in 2001

• Each student interviews a woman working in a mathematical field and 
writes an essay for the contest based on the interview.

• Students who can’t find a woman to interview may request an interviewee 
from the Essay Contest Committee.



The AWM Essay Contest can have a profound effect on 
students:

• Interviewing Liz for the contest had a significant impact on Jessica, who 
shared that she still thinks about this contest often. She explained, “I didn’t 
realize it then, but my experience with Liz, learning about her path through 
adversity (as a queer woman, working in STEM, working abroad, etc.) had a huge 
impact on me and my own sense of self. It’s only in looking back now that I realize 
and can appreciate how much of a trailblazer she was, and how much of an eye-
opening turning point it was for me in the development of my own identity.”

• Hearing about the non-mathematical aspects of the women’s lives can make a big 
impact on the students: Karen . . . noted that the whole experience of 
interviewing people she admired was very humanizing. “I could see that they 
were god-like people but also just people.” . . . not so different from her. She 
saw “This is a person I could become if I put in the work and stick with it.”



• Matt Koetz, who has judged for several years, observed:

The [AWM essay] contest invites students to learn not only about math in its 
various forms, but also (and at least as important) about the journeys 
mathematicians take. Quite often you’ll read an essay about someone who 
changed direction, either within mathematics or from another discipline into 
mathematics, based on an experience they had with a teacher, class, project, etc. 
I have felt for years that good math has a good story. The contest brings those 
stories to light.

from Telling Our Stories: The Essay Contest
Victoria E. Howle and Heather A. Lewis
To appear in J. L. Beery et al. (eds.), Fifty Years of Women in Mathematics: Reminiscences, History, and Visions for 
the Future of AWM
AWM Springer series
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