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Tipping the gender balance
Biochemistry department bucks larger S TEM trend
Max Garland 
Assistant News Editor

If college chemistry depart
ments are typically made up of 
a large male majority, it doesn’t 
show at Elon University.

Elon already has a strong fe
male presence on campus with 
a roughly 60-to-40 male-to-fe- 
male ratio, according to Elon Fact 
Book trends. And the chemistry 
department isn’t any different. 
Eleven of 18 majors listed in the 
Department of Chemistry are fe
male.

“The science classes here are a 
lot more even [in terms of gen
der] than people would think,” 
said freshman and chemical en
gineering major Olivia Jung. “I 
thought coming in that it would 
be completely dominated by guys, 
but it’s more balanced than other 
majors might be.”

The numbers stand out when 
compared to the national aver
ages. According to the National 
Science Foundation’s “Women,

Minorities and Persons with Dis
abilities in Science and Engineer
ing” report, 40.6 percent of phys
ical science degrees were awarded 
to women in 2012, the lowest 
percentage since 2002. Physical 
science includes chemistry along 
with physics and astronomy.

“I have to take Elon’s gender 
ratio into consideration, but in 
terms of [physical science] inter
est at Elon, I would say that it’s 
pretty equal between girls and 
guys,” said senior and biochem
istry major AJyssa Romano. “Ac
tually, in one of my classes there’s 
probably about 13 girls and three 
guys, so it can be the opposite in 
some cases here.”

Romano added that female 
Millennials are getting more in
volved in the sciences than wom
en in previous generations be
cause of increased promotion. She 
said she noticed summer research 
internships she applied for were 
highly encouraging of women to 
apply, and the people she worked 
with in the Organic Chemistry
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Institute in Germany this sum
mer were split evenly between 
men and women.

Elon gender numbers

In Romano’s field of biochem
istry, the study of chemical pro
cesses in living organisms, this 
may continue — 28 of 38 listed 
biochemistry majors at Elon are 
female. The classes required for 
a biochemistry major are more 
chemistry-intensive than biolo
gy-intensive, according to Roma
no.

“Biochemistry is kind of what 
it sounds like,” she said. “It’s ba
sically the chemistry of life, to 
understand organisms and what’s 
going on with them at a chemical 
level.”

The female majority in Elon’s 
biochemistry major is unusual, 
considering the gender gap in 
physical science knowledge as a 
whole. According to a Sept. 10 
Pew Research Survey, men tended 
to answer more questions regard
ing physical science correctly than 
women. Men scored an average of 
8.6 out of 12 in the survey, while 
women scored an average of 7.3. 
The survey found that 69 percent 
of men answered at least eight of 
the questions right compared to 
51 percent of women.

“Men, on average, express 
greater course interest in the 
physical sciences than women,” 
Cary Funk and Sara Kehaulani

Goo wrote for Pew Research 
Center about the survey’s find
ings. “This could in part explain 
the tendency for men to know 
the right answers to more of these 
questions, which focus mostly on 
the physical sciences, than wom
en, even when controlling for ed
ucational level.”

Freshman chemistry major 
Jordan Diamond said the gap in 
scores could be because of how 
males and females are taught sci
ence differently at a young age.

“[Advancements] in science 
have historically been male-driv
en because of gender biases,” he 
said. “Women are told in school 
that men should be doing more 
math and science-related things, 
while women should be into lit
erature and reading. Then people 
play into this gender role, which 
causes kind of a gap in learning.”

STEM learning in education

Solutions to the gender gap 
may lie in early education and 
how math and science are taught, 
according to senior education 
major Jenna Mason. She said so
ciety’s mentality is that boys and 
girls do well in different subjects 
with limited overlap, which leaves 
little opportunity for girls to de
velop an interest in STEM [Sci
ence, technology, engineering and 
math] topics.

“We really need to emphasize 
self-advocacy with STEM class

es,” Mason said. “Right now, read
ing is so drilled into the minds of 
kids that there isn’t a lot of room 
for girls to explore math and sci
ence. That needs to change.”

Senior education major Angie 
Edwards agreed -with Mason, say
ing elementary students are tested 
on literature more than the hard- 
er-to-grasp sciences. Part of that 
is because of the educators’Iack of 
expertise in STEM fields.

“Most of the educators for kids 
are female, and they aren’t always 
as confident in science and math 
as they are in other areas because 
of how gender roles are perpetu
ated,” Edwards said. “Science in 
general is more difficult to teach, 
so it can be kind of intimidating.”

But increasing the number of 
women educators in the physical 
sciences may instill STEM con
fidence for both genders instead 
of just men. A 2013 release by 
the White House Office of Sci
ence and Technology Policy said 
women earn 41 percent of PhD’s 
in STEM fields, but only make up 
28 percent of tenure-track facul
ty. Romano said that number is 
growing.

“Over the past 10 years [the 
number of women in STEM] has 
definitely been going in a direc
tion in which there is more wom
en,” she said. “I think that it will 
continue to change because wom
en are encouraged to apply for 
such positions and being accepted 
into those positions as well.”• — ao vvs^ii.
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All students living in Elon University 
on-campus housing will undergo the first 
of four health and safety inspections Sept. 
28 to Oct. 9.

The inspections, which are performed by 
resident assistants and apartment manag
ers, look at students’living environments in 
accordance with the health and safety code.

“The main focus is not about fining 
students, but about ensuring they under
stand how to make their rooms safe,” said 
MarQuita Barker, associate director of res
idence life operations at Elon.

Junior Abbie Robinson, an RA in Dan- 
ieley Center, also said that the checks are to 
promote safety.

“Residents have no need to stress over 
room checks,” Robinson said. “We are not 
out to get anyone. We simply need to check 
your room to ensure we are all living in a 
safe environment. As long as you comply 
to the regulations no resident should have 
a problem with room checks.”

According to Residence Life’s website, 
some of the goals of health and safety in
spections are to assist students in learning 
how to maintain a clean and safe environ
ment and promote a better understanding 
of the expectations the university has for 
students living on campus.

The inspections assist in the prevention 
of pest infestations, property damage and 
other issues that impact health and safety 
and increase safety by the identification 
and removal of prohibited items.

Items considered prohibited, according 
to the website, include candles, non-surge 
protected extension cords, halogen lamps 
and cooking appliances not in the room’s 
kitchen area.

An email sent to students Monday said 
that during the checks, residence life staff 
members “will conduct a non-invasive 
inspection of the room/apartment/suite. 
They do not open drawers, refrigerators, or 
closets, but may move (or ask the resident 
to move) items blocking outlets.”

Barker said student staff members are 
trained by their supervisors for these in
spections.

“We cover the philosophy on why we 
conduct health and safety inspections as 
well as the procedures and what to look 
for,” she said.

Robinson said that she, along with other 
Residence Life staff members, began train
ing back in August.

“I believe we had solid training and I 
feel -confident carrying out room checks 
throughout the year,” Robinson said in an 
email.

In addition to the September health and 
safety checks, which Barker said are done 
to ‘ensure students are educated and aware 
of the expectations of living on campus re
garding health and safety,” there are three 
other checks done throughout the year.

Students can expect their living en
vironment to undergo health and safety 
checks during November, December and 
March, which according to Barker are done 
to ensure the rooms are safe during the re
lated breaks.


