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Standing up for fairness and equality
“Our university will be an inclusive community that reflects and practices our 
belief in the educational value of diversity and equal opportunity.”
    — Strategic Plan 3.0, Oregon State University
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BY NICK HOUTMAN

As a 25-year-old Ph.D. candidate at Harvard, Jane 
Lubchenco joined her classmates at the biology depart-
ment’s annual orientation meeting for incoming graduate 
students. A professor welcomed the group and asked them 
to look around the room. Take note, he told them, that 
equal numbers of men and women were present. 

“He said, ‘This is the first time in the history of the 
department that’s been the case. And we 
think it’s appropriate and remarkable, and 
I want you to understand why we have 
chosen to have this balance,’” Lubchenco 
recalls. “‘We have learned from experience 
that the men graduate students are not 
happy if they do not have women around. 
So we have chosen to accept more women 
graduate students to satisfy that need, and 
we don’t really expect all of you to finish.’”

Raised with her five sisters to be a 
competitive athlete and star pupil and to 
spare no effort in accomplishing her goals, 
Lubchenco took the comment as a challenge. “It motivated 
me to show him how wrong-headed his world-view was,” 
she says. Not only did she finish, she became the presi-
dent of the American Association for the Advancement 
of Science, the first female administrator of the National 

Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, a member of 
the National Academy of Sciences, a MacArthur “genius” 
fellow, the winner of numerous other scientific awards and 
a distinguished professor of zoology at Oregon State.

But in 1972, the Harvard professor’s attitude reflected a 
shared opinion that created a Berlin Wall for many women 
in higher education, barring them from jobs and opportu-

nities for advancement. However capable or 
committed they were, women were often 
considered a “bad investment,” wrote Donna 
Shalala, head of the National Academy of 
Sciences committee that in 2007 produced 
a report on gender discrimination, Beyond 
Bias and Barriers. Noting that women tend 
to be offered lower starting salaries and are 
poorly represented in leadership roles, that 
report called for a national effort to end 
systemic gender bias in science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics, the so-called 
STEM fields. 

These leaders from some of the nation’s top universities 
and think-tanks advised academia to provide “equitable 
and unbiased evaluation of accomplishment, equitable allo-
cations of support and resources, pay equity, and gender-
equal family leave policies. Otherwise,” it warned, “a large 
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Six Scientists Talk 
About Gender 

Go online (oregonstate.edu/terra/2015/05/elusive-equity/) to read the personal stories 
of female scientists at Oregon State. Their careers span disciplines from psychology 
to electrical engineering. Some broke barriers in their fields. Others found supportive 
communities. Some still struggle to align gender and career.

number of the people trained in and 
capable of doing the very best science 
and engineering will not participate as 
they should in scientific and engi-
neering professions.”

Well before this call to action, the 
alarm was heard at Oregon State. 
Against a backdrop of activities going 
back to the 1970s, a new initiative 
— known appropriately enough as 
OREGON STATE ADVANCE — aims 
to create true equal opportunity 
for women in STEM and across the 
university.

Awakenings
In 1972, on the heels of the women’s 
liberation movement of the ’60s, OSU 
created the President’s Commission on 

the Status of Women to promote the 
wellbeing and advancement of women 
in all walks of campus life.

Six years later, OSU reached a 
milestone in family-friendly work 
policies: Lubchenco and her husband 
Bruce Menge — both marine biologists 
— were among the first couple hired 
to split a single tenure-track position 
at an American university. They had 
looked for an institution where they 
could grow professionally and share 
the day-to-day responsibilities of 
raising their children. 

“We each loved teaching and doing 
research. Neither of us wanted to give 
that up,” says Lubchenco. “Typically 
the guy would have the full-time job 
and the woman would be the care-

giver. That’s what all of our colleagues 
and friends from graduate school did 
at that time. 

“We talked to many universities 
about this. Most of them were thinking 
of all the reasons they could not do it,” 
she adds. “Oregon State was excep-
tionally visionary.” Other science 
and engineering couples at OSU have 
followed in their wake.

Over time, a student scholarship to 
support women in science and changes 
in faculty recruitment policies added 
fuel to the fire for equity. In the 1980s, 
former College of Science Dean Fred 
Horne set a high priority on recruiting 
women for tenure-track positions and 
promoting them to department chairs. 
And to support female students, he 
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and his wife Clara Horne, head adviser 
in the College of Business, established 
The Clara & Fred Horne Scholarship 
for Women in Science. In the College 
of Engineering, search committees are 
required to include female candidates 
on short lists for new hires.

Mostly Male
Despite these and other measures — a 
nationally recognized program known 
as Difference, Power and Discrimina-
tion; offices of Equity and Inclusion 
and Work/Life Balance; a dual-career 
hiring initiative known as the Greater 
Oregon Higher Education Recruitment 
Consortium — employment in STEM 
fields at Oregon State is still over-
whelmingly male. In 2012, 21 percent 
of tenured and tenure-track STEM 
faculty were women. By compar-
ison, women comprised 34 percent 
of tenure-track faculty in all fields 
and nearly 42 percent of faculty in the 
social and behavioral sciences.

Nationally, the picture is similar. 
According to U.S. News and World 
Report, women comprised about 18 
percent of full professors in science 
and engineering in 2013. 

Part of the difficulty, says Becky 
Warner, senior vice provost for 
academic affairs, can be traced to the 
expectations that greet all new STEM 
faculty and affect women in particular. 
“What many women find is that at 
the same time they’re having a family, 
they are trying to develop their career 
and get tenure. That’s not unique to 
STEM. What’s unique to STEM is the 
rigidity of the science itself. Long 
hours in the lab and being in the field 
for weeks at a time are not conducive 
to having a full, flexible and balanced 
life.”

Habitual attitudes also play a role, 
she adds. Women sometimes face “a 
lack of awareness among the men who 
have been in control of the disciplines 
that it’s an issue.”

A more equitable, family-friendly 

workplace is not just a women’s issue. 
Some observers of faculty hiring note 
that male candidates often express a 
desire for family-friendly policies. As 
did Menge and others before them, 
they want a meaningful role in raising 
children and, in the case of dual- 
career couples, opportunities for a 
spouse.

Yigit Menguc, a new assistant 
professor of mechanical engineering, 
puts it this way: “Traditional modes 
of work-life balance would have me, 
as a man, emphasizing ‘work’ while 
my wife emphasizes ‘life,’ which is no 
balance at all. Furthermore, as faculty, 
I have a responsibility to make the next 
generation of engineers and scientists 
more plural in its diversity. Main-
taining a good work-life balance can 
serve as a practical example for both 
men and women in my research lab 
and in my classroom.”

Digging Deeper
With support from the NSF, Oregon 
State is launching a program to explore 
the cultural and structural factors 
that steer women away from tenure-
track positions in STEM fields. Known 
as OREGON STATE ADVANCE, the 
program aims to change institutional 
practice as well as personal behavior.

The principal investigator for 
ADVANCE is Susan Shaw, director of 
the School of Language, Culture and 
Society and a professor of women, 
gender and sexuality studies in the 
College of Liberal Arts. In addition 
to Warner, faculty from civil and 
construction engineering, bioen-
gineering, sociology and natural 
resources are among the co-investi-
gators (see page 37). Planning for the 
initiative took two years and meetings 
with more than 40 people at Oregon 
State.

“I was horrified by some of the 
stories I heard from our colleagues,” 
says Shaw. Some examples of discrim-
ination they heard were overt, but 

others comprised “micro-aggressions, 
the little stuff that, in and of itself, 
you might not think is a big deal when 
it happens, but when it’s repeated, it 
starts to feel very aggressive.”

For example, she says, faculty may 
refer to male students by name and 
to females by appearance. Or people 
make inaccurate assumptions, such as 
calling males “Dr.” and females “Mrs.” 
After a 28-year career as a professor 
in higher education, Shaw regularly 
gets emails and phone calls for “Mrs. 
Shaw.”

Over the next five years, ADVANCE 
will conduct workshops, offer public 
lectures, publish an academic journal 
and evaluate the impact of these activ-
ities on campus culture and the hiring 
and retention of women in STEM 
fields. For a centerpiece, it will revise 
OSU’s signature Difference, Power 
and Discrimination (DPD) program 
for use in STEM fields. Through DPD, 
OSU faculty will study the theory and 
application of systems that perpetuate 
inequality. 

Emphasis will also be put on the 
diversity of women’s experiences. 
“We’re not looking at women as a 
monolithic group, but we’re paying 
attention to differences among women 
across age, ability, class, race and 
sexual identity,” Shaw explains. “If 
we make things better across these 
differences, we make things better for 
everybody.”

For scientists like Lubchenco — 
those who received the occasional 
egregious insult in their academic 
careers — ADVANCE is welcome. “It’s a 
terribly exciting time to be a woman in 
science,” Lubchenco says. “There are 
so many opportunities that are avail-
able that were much more difficult in 
earlier years. That said, there are major 
challenges, and we need to face up to 
them. I’m delighted with the sustained 
attention that OSU has paid to these 
issues of many years.”
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ANATOMY OF A  
CLIMATE TOOL
The future of public rangelands will be af-
fected by fire, sagebrush, invasive species 
and climate. Dominique Bachelet uses 
computer models to help land managers 
make decisions.

Researchers search urgently 
for clues to coral decline
The nose of the Boston Whaler dips into 
the trough of the wave for a stomach-
dropping second. The crew and OSU 
researchers Ryan McMinds and Jesse 
Zaneveld now face a wall of water 
topped by the frothing curl of a break. 
They ride up so steeply that the boat 
seems about to topple backward. The 
pilot, Mohammad, guns the throttle, 
charges over the top and slips down the 
other side. 

“Very dangerous here,” he says, the 
words of caution slicing through the 
language barrier. Waves pile up on this 
reef called Shib Nazar along the Red Sea 
coast of Saudi Arabia.

For Oregon State divers who encounter 
such risks, the prize is worth it. They 
want to know how corals will adapt to 
changing oceans. Rising temperatures, 
pollution, acidification and invasive 
species threaten corals worldwide. 
Researchers are seeking clues in the 
microbes that dwell within the reefs. 

OSU scientist Rebecca Vega-Thurber 
leads the Coral Microbiome Project. 
With funding from the National Science 
Foundation, she and her colleagues 
seek to understand how corals from 
the Red Sea to the Caribbean and the 
western Pacific have co-evolved with 
microorganisms. 

REEFS 
UNDER 
SIEGE 

THE CROSSING
Ray Malewitz will take you on an intel-
lectual romp from crime-scene forensics 
to IKEA hackers, from the Sokal hoax to 
mad-cow disease, from “salvagepunks” 
to the Adventures of Tintin.

NUCLEAR SLEUTHING
Brittany Robertson is poised to become 
the first Oregon State student to earn a 
Ph.D. in a new program in Nuclear En-
gineering and Radiation Health Physics: 
nuclear forensics.
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