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INTRODUCTION

Figure 1: Female student carrying suitcases
(Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1970)
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Figure 2: Freshman vs Sophomore Tug-A-Rope (Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1970)
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Figure 3: Different DEI Terminology

a: Gurin et al (2002, p.332-333). b: Gurin et al (2002, p. 333).

¢: Gurin et al (2002, p.333). d: Case Western Reserve
University (2018, p.1). e: Jayakumar (2008, p.618).
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Figure 4: Percentage of women earning engineering
degrees. From Women, Minorities, and Persons with
Disabilities in Science and Engineering by NSF, January 17,
2017. Retrieved April 30, 2021 from
https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/2017/nsf17310/digest/fod-
women/engineering.cfm. In the public domain.
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Figure 5: Students in class at WPI
(Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1975)
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Figure 6: Stanley McCormick Hall
(Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2007)
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Figure 7: Female student surrounded by men (Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1968)
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Figure 8: Shop Management Class in Salisbury Laboratories ([Shop Management Class], n.d)
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EFFORTS TO INCREASE WOMEN’S ENROLLMENT

After the allowance of women on campus, the
focus needs to change to increasing women'’s
enrollment. The admissions office sought to increase
women’s interest in the university through a variety of
methods including improved recruitment policies and
greater outreach to high school women interested in
STEM. Roy Seaberg, the Director of Admissions, in a
1974 memo to Dean Resutlinger, commented on WPI's
difficulties with attracting female applicants in
comparison to MIT and Clarkson and wrote of ideas
such as having female students write letters and
conduct tours for prospective women applicants
(Seaberg, 1974). That same year the Committee on the
Status of Women noted “a ‘women shortage’ in
students, faculty, and in administration” and offered
suggestions including “that recruitment policies and
public relations pamphlets be reviewed” (Landry,
2015).
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To further bolster women’s enrollment, the
university increased investment into the pipeline of
women in STEM. Programs, such as Camp Reach which
started in 1996, invites middle school girls onto
campus to learn about STEM. In 2008, the admissions
policy changed to test optional which led to 81% more
female applicants over the following decade (WPI
Marks 10 Years of Test-Optional Status, n.d.). The
number of women has increased over time. The total
number of women undergraduates increased from
1221 in 1995 to 2570 in 2015 (see Figure 9). From
1995 to 2005 the percentage of women
undergraduates at WPI increased from 20.7 percent to
24.7 percent. In the next decade from 2005 to 2015
the percentage rose from 24.7 to 33.6 percent (see
Figure 10).
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Alpha Epsilon Pi
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Figure 11: Photo of Alpha Epsilon Pi Fraternity in 1970
(Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1970)
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Figure 12: Example of a collection from
Gordon Library's Special Archives & Collections

(2020)
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Figure 13: Students during Commencement
(Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1976)
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Figure 14: Student studying outdoors
(Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1972)
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Figure 16: Classroom filled with male students
(Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1970)

Figure 15: Woman with
handprint
' (Worcester Polytechnic
Institute, 1971)
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Figure 17: Photo of restroom in Salisbury Laboratories
(Richmond, 1960)

“The men's room had a gang

shower, and urinals, and they

just left it like that. And that
was our ladies’ room”
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Figure 18: Photo of Woman's Bowling Team
(Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1978)
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Figure 19: Students sitting outdoors (Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1975)
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“| want everyone to know that | don't think women should be at WPI.
| don't think this is the right place. This is not the right discipline.”
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A few professors would say “if
you want a good grade, | have a
couch up in my office.”

The professor asked the women
in class to uncross their legs and
put their feet on the ground. He
then said, “now that the gates of

hell are closed, we'll start the

class”
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Figure 20: Comic from 1970 Student Newspaper (Tech News, 1970)
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One alumna described it as “not
overt standards but sort of subtle
standards because you kind of
standout ... if you screwed up for
whatever, people would be more
likely to notice”


https://digital.wpi.edu/pdfviewer/00000267s
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Figure 21: Student studying in her dorm in Sanford Riley Hall
(n.a., 1970)




FINDINGS

Figure 22: Dean John van Alstyne (Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1977)
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Figure 23: Father Peter Scanlon
([Untitled image of Father Scanlon], n.d)
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l Phi Sigma Sigma

Figure 23: Photo of Phi ==l : b O
Sigma Sigma ' ' '
(Worcester Polytechnic
Institute, 1980)

Figure 24: Photo of

Women's Crew Team
(Worcester Polytechnic
Institute, 1976)

Figure 25: Photo of Delta
Phi Epsilon
(Worcester Polytechnic
Institute, 1980)

S

Figure 26: Photo of WPI
Cheerleader (Worcester
Polytechnic Institute, 1972)

Figure 28: Photo of Alpha
Gamma Delta

(Worcester Polytechnic
Institute, 1980)

Figure 27: Photo of Women's Volleyball Team
(Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 1977)



32

FINDINGS

COMPARING THE FEMALE EXPERIENCE AT MIT TO THE FEMALE EXPERIENCE AT

WPI

Interviews were conducted with MIT alumni
revealed that WPI was not unique with the problems it
had regarding women on campus. At MIT there was
similarly a lack of mentorship, sexist comments and
instances of harassment. WPI and MIT alumnae
overcame these mechanisms of discrimination through
organizations, clubs and sports as well as with the
help of each other. While MIT may have had women
on campus for over a century prior to WPI, that did not
make the university more accommodating for women
in comparison. This indicates that the challenges
present at WPI from 1968-1980 were not simply due
to the short period of time women had been present
on campus. On the other hand, this longer history of
admitting women to MIT also meant there was a more
established alumnae group available to provide
support for existing students, as there has been an
alumnae group for women at MIT since 1899.

Alumnae can offer valuable support. For example,
Katharine Dexter McCormick class of 1904 funded the
women’s dormitory, Stanley McCormick Hall.

This group of women can also present more role
models of high achieving females in STEM.

Another difference between the schools was MIT’s
focus on individual work as opposed to WPI’s project-
based curriculum. From interviews with MIT alumnae,
it was clear that MIT was not as project centered as
WPI. Many female alumni recalled very few group
assignments except for when they were in a lab. While
alumnae from WPI did not recall many instances of
exclusion while working in project groups, the project-
based curriculum opens up another dimension for
potential discrimination to take place. It also
integrates gender dynamics more deeply into
academic performance. A female student’s grade now
becomes partly dependent on her ability to work with
her male partners. Further research can be conducted
not only on female experiences at additional
engineering schools, but also on the relationship
between project work and exclusion.
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CONCLUSION

Figure 30: Project Team: Grace Gately (Top Left), Bryan Lima (Top Right),
and Maylee Gagnon (Bottom)
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