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Spring, 1997

To the readers of Feminist Scholarship Review:

As you read the following pages on the topic of women and engineering, you may be
struck, as | was, by an important idea that threads itself through many of the articles:
the idea of image. Image in all its permutations, from self-image to the image of the
individual that others hold. Self image bears indelibly upon self-confidence. The
expectation that she can perform and succeed in the many fields of math and science
begins very early in a woman'’s life. The images held by others mold and cast the
beliefs of those others. A girl who imagines herself as someone who can “do science”
becomes a young woman who does “do science.” And those others who can envision
an engineer equally as a female or as a male will be the relatives and friends of
female engineers as well as those who hire, support and retain them. Necessarily, the
personal vision broadens to include a culture which produces and (equally) rewards
competent, successful engineers, regardiess of gender.

The images we hold of ourselves and of others, though, include so much more than
the occupation we choose. The talent and potential to be a full person who can do
and be many things is what society benefits most from promoting. Teachers and
students are mutually engaged in this pursuit to “be all we can be.” John Mertens, who
has contributed to this issue of FSR, exemplifies this mutual endeavor. Several years
ago, | had a prospective engineering student enrolled in one of my writing intensive
sections. She may have been working at her math and science identity, but was
ignoring the part of her that had the potential to write well. Prof. Mertens was her
advisor. | called him with my concemns about this student, and found that he was
enthusiastic about talking with her to try to encourage her to put more effort into her
writing. His image of the engineering student was generous, broad. He quoted to me
a survey he had recently read which revealed that one of the two skills that engineers
felt were lacking five to ten years after they received their degrees, was the ability to
writing well. Prof. Mertens held an image of this student and, by extension, of all
students in this field, as a whole person, as being more than the sum of her training
and skills.

The images we hold of ourselves and of each other depend dramatically upon

information and discussion. My hope is that this issue of FSR will add positively to our
knowledge about women and the field of engineering.
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Deborah Rose O'Neal






