
showing that a positive research experi-
ence can be decisive in persuading stu-
dents to pursue more advanced degrees.
Simply by providing housing and meals,
PRISE makes it easier for students to stay
in Cambridge over the summer. But more
than that, it’s intended to improve quality
of life, says Fiona Chin ’02, a PRISE steer-
ing committee member and project man-
ager in the O∞ce of Faculty Development
and Diversity, which is funding the pro-
gram for its first three years. “It’s not just
about the lab work or the experiments,
but about the culture of what it’s like to
be in science,” explains Chin, a former bi-
ology concentrator. “There’s a stigma
about lab research that says you’re lonely

and stuck on a lab bench. But a career in
science can be exciting. We want to help
give students access to a broader science
community.”

Esimai, who also considered concen-
trating in Spanish, said she couldn’t “re-
member a time when I was not inter-
ested in science.” Born in Nigeria and
raised in Texas, she used to spend time
in the public library reading art and
geometry books. “I’m not a hard-core
science person,” she said. “I’ve been in-
terested in the artistic expression of the
sciences.” 

That’s why her lab work felt like such a
lucky coincidence. She met Kevin “Kit”
Parker, assistant professor of biomedical

engineering, when she was having dinner
in Annenberg; he makes a habit of intro-
ducing himself to students. “He came up
and said ‘Hi.’ I’d just met him, but he told
me he did engineering, and I e-mailed him
afterwards and said, ‘Can I work for you?’
And he said yes.” That was in the spring
of her freshman year. This summer, she
spent her second year in Parker’s lab
(which specializes in solid-tissue engi-
neering) studying transduction and sig-
naling pathways in the heart. That
brought her back to geometry: using a
process called “soft lithography,” she
stamped cells into various shapes—trian-
gles, rectangles, and squares—to explore
how their functions changed based on

J O H N  H A RVA R D ’ S  J O U R N A L

In my first year of doctoral studies in
England, a group of colleagues and I
gathered at the pub after work one
evening, along with some senior pro-
fessors, chatting generally about work

and life.The conversation turned toward an upcoming visit by the
significant other of the other woman present, one of our young
female postdocs from overseas; she was very excited because
she had not seen him in more than a year. One of the professors
suddenly became very serious and said to both of us “You know,
you ladies should really be focusing on your careers, and not on
your relationships.” I was taken slightly aback, partly because I
am not accustomed to receiving unsolicited advice on my per-
sonal life, but also because I could not possibly imagine the same
professor giving the same advice in the same tone to a group of
young male scientists.

One of the biggest barriers
facing young women in science
today, long before they ever
marry or have children, is a lack
of support and encouragement
for the very prospect of those
life events. Being unmarried and
childless, I cannot yet speak from
a personal perspective on how
those challenges are com-
pounded by a demanding career
in research. This was, however,
the first incident in my life where
I encountered the oft-discussed
“discrimination” against women
in science, in attitude if not in ac-
tion. In high school and as an un-
dergraduate, I perceived no obvi-
ous barriers (despite being
sometimes the only woman in

my high school classroom) and I relished the chance to compete
against and work with my male peers, who always treated me as
an equal. I have had excellent mentors—nearly all male—whom I
credit with guiding me into research and an outstanding graduate
program, and I have never sensed a glimmer of condescension or
anything but the utmost respect for me as a scientist-in-training. I
am ashamed to admit that I despised my mother’s proud asser-
tions that being a woman in science made me somehow special.

Upon beginning graduate school overseas, however, I quickly
became aware of some of the negative experiences of female
graduate students and postdocs and of the dearth of women at
high levels in my department. At the same time, I began an un-
planned but wonderful transatlantic relationship with a man who
has been incredibly supportive of my work and career decisions.
Yet for months I kept the very existence of this relationship

under the office and lab radar,
and then assured my colleagues
(particularly my male superiors)
that the long-distance relation-
ship actually was positive be-
cause it allowed me to work
more. (In truth, I would have
been happier to come home
each evening and share quotidian
joys, chores, and challenges with
someone who could help keep
everything in perspective.) But as
one of my office-mates observed
recently, there is a subtle differ-
ence in the way male and female
scientists’ personal relationships
are valued by their colleagues.
For the men in our group, being
married or having an otherwise
committed partnership seems to
be viewed as a stabilizing, posi-
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their shape. The lab work was a turning
point: “It helped me entertain the idea of
a career in research more,” Esimai said.
And being in PRISE showed her how she
would manage that career. “I now know
the things I need to do to stay sane—like
leaving to go play basketball.”

Although PRISE was created specifi-
cally to support women and minorities,
organizers say a range of undergraduates
will benefit from its built-in community.
For the most part, the fellows, culled from
a pool of more than 200, had already se-
cured laboratory jobs, like Esimai, by the
time they applied. “The mix we got was
very organic,” reports program director

Gregory A. Llacer, who is also assistant di-
rector of fellowships at the O∞ce of Ca-
reer Services. The admissions group
(made up of three steering-committee
members and three faculty members) se-
lected students based on grades, refer-
ences, and most importantly, essays de-
scribing their interest in PRISE. The first
cohort turned out to have slightly more
women—68, versus 51 men—from all
three returning class years, sophomore to
senior. “It’s a diverse community, parsed
in any way,” Llacer adds, “by gender, eth-
nicity, year, even degree of academic suc-
cess. We weren’t looking for any specific
criteria. We were looking for people who
could benefit from or contribute to the

community.” The students worked in
fields ranging from biochemistry to com-
puter science. Organizers are counting on
them to form their own group identity, to
help inject new energy into the sciences
this fall. “We need to piggyback on the en-
thusiasm of this first group,” Llacer says,
to keep the program going in future years.

In the Dudley dining hall, that enthusi-
asm seemed palpable. Students wandered
from table to table greeting each other fa-
miliarly. “These are people you see during
the school year, and you think, ‘I don’t have
the time to get to know them,’” said Esi-
mai. But because some of the trials of labo-
ratory work—such as disappointing re-
sults—are universal, the new summer

tive influence. Children are celebrated and displays of fatherhood
are gushed over. For the women, relationships are regarded as a
potential detriment to productivity—not something that should
be encouraged.

Faced with this evidence, yet believing that my superiors
here truly have (or intend to have) my best interests at heart, I
puzzled over why a senior professor might warn two of the
most promising, productive young women he has worked with
that they should focus on their careers—even though they
have left their respective relationships on the opposite side of
an ocean apparently to do just that. I think that such “guidance”
is at its core well intended, and has its roots in the fear of los-
ing potentially excellent scientists to the “leaky pipeline” phe-
nomenon once they begin family life. Senior scientists and pro-
fessors spend a great deal of time and money seeking out the
best potential researchers in whom to invest training and re-
sources; losing this investment in their students’ long-term pro-
fessional development is something they would like to avoid.
Yet statistics and conventional wisdom tell us that women on
the track to elite or high-demand careers often decide to
leave, to focus on raising their families. This phenomenon cer-
tainly explains in part the dearth of women at the highest lev-
els in academic science and medicine, despite constantly grow-
ing numbers in the training ranks.

As well-intentioned as the professor’s advice was, however, it
was and is entirely counterproductive. One of the most
significant barriers to women in science is the perception that
they will become less valuable if they choose to start a family.
This creates a strained working environment: women facing such
subtle but pervasive attitudes may feel constantly insecure, be-
lieving that they have to prove their dedication to a degree be-
yond what would otherwise be reasonable—and their percep-
tion has some grounding in reality. Thus, even as concrete
advances are made in work flexibility, tenure-clock adjustments,
maternity/paternity leave, and other policies designed to achieve
a healthy work-life balance for both sexes, the attitudes of those

at the top have to change alongside, and possibly before, tangible
policy modifications are put into place.

Ideally, this attitude adjustment would be rapid—but chang-
ing the minds of older generations of academics deeply en-
trenched in their work and ways of doing things poses a
significant challenge. (It seems likely that those perpetuating
such attitudes are not aware of the resulting negative effects
because they are focused primarily on how to train and retain
the best scientists.) One solution might be to raise awareness
through frank discussion of this problem on all sides, from uni-
versity administrators and faculty to funding bodies to students
themselves. The entire research community will feel the
benefits of such an important change. If young women receive
active encouragement from the top down that balancing a re-
search career and family life is possible and that they will be
supported in their attempts to do so, they are much more
likely to be enthusiastic about their prospects and remain in re-
search as happy, productive scientists.

I do not know how I will balance a family and a career as a re-
searcher, and I cannot plan for every situation or contingency. I
wonder if I will be a good mother who can give her children the
time and attention they deserve and will need to become pro-
ductive members of society, all while writing grants, managing a
lab, and publishing papers.These uncertainties can make me very
nervous: I wonder how I will face making difficult sacrifices—and
how I will decide what those are. Either way, if I have a mentor
reminding me, “You can and will be able to do it, because you
are a valuable scientist and will continue to be throughout your
career,” I will feel less anxious about my life choices and more
empowered to find the resources I need to make it work.

A recent graduate of the College, who concentrated in psychology,
writes here anonymously. She suggested doing so after this maga-
zine accepted her essay for publication, because, as she put it, her
principal aim in writing was the dissemination of ideas. She is
completing doctoral research at a university in England.
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