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A bracingly honest exploration of why there are still so few women in the
hard sciences, mathematics, engineering, and computer science
 
In 2005, when Lawrence Summers, then president of Harvard, asked why so few
women, even today, achieve tenured positions in the hard sciences, Eileen
Pollack set out to find the answer. A successful fiction writer, Pollack had grown
up in the 1960s and ’70s dreaming of a career as a theoretical astrophysicist.
Denied the chance to take advanced courses in science and math, she nonetheless
made her way to Yale. There, despite finding herself far behind the men in her
classes, she went on to graduate summa cum laude, with honors, as one of the
university’s first two women to earn a bachelor of science degree in physics. And
yet, isolated, lacking in confidence, starved for encouragement, she abandoned
her ambition to become a physicist.

Years later, spurred by the suggestion that innate differences in scientific and
mathematical aptitude might account for the dearth of tenured female faculty at
Summer’s institution, Pollack thought back on her own experiences and
wondered what, if anything, had changed in the intervening decades.

Based on six years interviewing her former teachers and classmates, as well as
dozens of other women who had dropped out before completing their degrees in
science or found their careers less rewarding than they had hoped, The Only
Woman in the Room is a bracingly honest, no-holds-barred examination of the
social, interpersonal, and institutional barriers confronting women—and
minorities—in the STEM fields. This frankly personal and informed book
reflects on women’s experiences in a way that simple data can’t, documenting
not only the more blatant bias of another era but all the subtle disincentives
women in the sciences still face.

The Only Woman in the Room shows us the struggles women in the sciences have
been hesitant to admit, and provides hope for changing attitudes and behaviors in
ways that could bring far more women into fields in which even today they
remain seriously underrepresented.
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In 2005, when Lawrence Summers, then president of Harvard, asked why so few women, even today,
achieve tenured positions in the hard sciences, Eileen Pollack set out to find the answer. A successful fiction
writer, Pollack had grown up in the 1960s and ’70s dreaming of a career as a theoretical astrophysicist.
Denied the chance to take advanced courses in science and math, she nonetheless made her way to Yale.
There, despite finding herself far behind the men in her classes, she went on to graduate summa cum laude,
with honors, as one of the university’s first two women to earn a bachelor of science degree in physics. And
yet, isolated, lacking in confidence, starved for encouragement, she abandoned her ambition to become a
physicist.

Years later, spurred by the suggestion that innate differences in scientific and mathematical aptitude might
account for the dearth of tenured female faculty at Summer’s institution, Pollack thought back on her own
experiences and wondered what, if anything, had changed in the intervening decades.

Based on six years interviewing her former teachers and classmates, as well as dozens of other women who
had dropped out before completing their degrees in science or found their careers less rewarding than they
had hoped, The Only Woman in the Room is a bracingly honest, no-holds-barred examination of the social,
interpersonal, and institutional barriers confronting women—and minorities—in the STEM fields. This
frankly personal and informed book reflects on women’s experiences in a way that simple data can’t,
documenting not only the more blatant bias of another era but all the subtle disincentives women in the
sciences still face.

The Only Woman in the Room shows us the struggles women in the sciences have been hesitant to admit, and
provides hope for changing attitudes and behaviors in ways that could bring far more women into fields in
which even today they remain seriously underrepresented.
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Editorial Review

Review
“Hard-hitting, difficult to read, and impossible to put down.” 
—Kirkus Reviews

“Honest, readable, and brave.”
—Library Journal

“Offering an engrossing look at the barriers still facing women in science...Pollack draws attention to this
important and vexing problem with a personal narrative, beautifully written and full of important insights on
the changes needed to make those barriers crumble...Any young woman or man on the way to college to
major in science will find great lessons in this book.”
—Washington Post

“Her memoir rings authentic, its lessons essential. A bitter pill to swallow but a vital addition to the
important and frustratingly ongoing discussion about gender equity.”
—Poornima Apte, Booklist

“The Only Woman in the Room is absolutely brilliant—even a sleeping pill and head cold couldn’t stop me
from reading it through the night.  Pollack’s story reveals so much—I want to give it to my children, my
husband, my older sister (a biologist), and every physicist I know, perhaps with key passages underlined.
And especially, young women in science: read this book!”
—Meg Urry, President of the American Astronomical Society, and former chair of the Department of
Physics at Yale University

“With excruciating candor Eileen Pollack details how society's relentless message that girls lack the intrinsic
aptitude for high-level math and physics leaves young women without the confidence to stay the course in
the brutally competitive environment of high-powered science. This is a riveting, insider's-account of how
unconscious biases make a mockery of meritocracy, why women's equality remains elusive, and why Larry
Summers was so wrong.”
—Nancy Hopkins, Amgen Inc. Professor of Biology (emerita), Massachusetts Institute of Technology

“In Eileen Pollack’s vivid description of the issues facing women in science, I immediately saw the truth of
what I have lived. Pollack is convincing in showing how the obstacles for women in the U.S. are erected by
our culture. In the 1960’s my mother had to put up with exclusionary rules that kept her out of a career in
science. You would think things might have gotten better for my generation, and for the current generation.
But they have not. Eileen Pollack courageously and honestly examines her own life and shows us why.”
—Carol Greider, winner of the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine and Daniel Nathans Professor and
Chair of the Department of Molecular Biology and Genetics at Johns Hopkins University

“My remarks on women and science generated much heat—if they helped stimulate Eileen Pollack’s
introspections and reflections, they shed light as well. I certainly understand many aspects of the issue better
for reading Pollack’s work. We all want great opportunities for all, and as she demonstrates, the world has a
long way to go.”
—Lawrence H. Summers, Charles W. Eliot University Professor and President Emeritus, Harvard



University, and former Secretary of the Treasury

About the Author
Eileen Pollack is the author of the novels Breaking and Entering (a New York Times Editor’s Choice
selection) and Paradise, New York, as well as two collections of short fiction, an award-winning book of
nonfiction, and two creative-nonfiction textbooks. Her work has appeared in Best American Essays and Best
American Short Stories. She is a professor on the faculty of the Helen Zell MFA Program in Creative
Writing at the University of Michigan. She divides her time between Manhattan and Ann Arbor, Michigan.

Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.
Even in the 1970s, the sexism I experienced was rarely obvious. I grew up in a privileged, loving home with
few barriers that might prevent a bright, confident young woman from succeeding in whatever field she took
it in her head to enter. All this led me to suspect that the reasons for the scarcity of female physicists must be
subtle, and those reasons must lie buried in the psyches of the women who loved science and math but never
completed their degrees or, like me, earned their degrees but left their fields. . . . By trying to understand why
I didn’t become a physicist, I hoped to gain insights into why so many young women still fail to go on in
science and math in the numbers their presence in high school classrooms and their scores on standardized
tests
predict.
 
What I discovered shocked me. Although more young women major in physics at Yale than when I attended
school there, those young women told me stories of the sexism they had encountered in junior high and high
school that seemed even more troubling than what I had experienced: complaints about being belittled and
teased by their classmates and teachers, worries about being perceived as unfeminine or uncool. . . . The
same forces that caused me to feel isolated and unsure of myself at Yale continue to hem in young women
today, acting like an invisible electrified field to discourage all but the thickest skinned from following their
passion for science, a phenomenon that turns out to be less true in other countries, where women are
perceived as being equally capable in science and math as men.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Kristi Goins:

The publication untitled The Only Woman in the Room: Why Science Is Still a Boys' Club is the e-book that
recommended to you you just read. You can see the quality of the book content that will be shown to you
actually. The language that author use to explained their ideas are easily to understand. The author was did a
lot of exploration when write the book, therefore the information that they share for you is absolutely
accurate. You also might get the e-book of The Only Woman in the Room: Why Science Is Still a Boys'
Club from the publisher to make you much more enjoy free time.

Alma Driver:

Reading can called thoughts hangout, why? Because if you are reading a book mainly book entitled The
Only Woman in the Room: Why Science Is Still a Boys' Club your thoughts will drift away trough every
dimension, wandering in each and every aspect that maybe unfamiliar for but surely will end up your mind
friends. Imaging each and every word written in a publication then become one web form conclusion and
explanation that maybe you never get prior to. The The Only Woman in the Room: Why Science Is Still a



Boys' Club giving you yet another experience more than blown away your mind but also giving you useful
facts for your better life in this era. So now let us explain to you the relaxing pattern this is your body and
mind will likely be pleased when you are finished examining it, like winning a casino game. Do you want to
try this extraordinary shelling out spare time activity?

Phillip Hicks:

Do you have something that you prefer such as book? The e-book lovers usually prefer to choose book like
comic, limited story and the biggest you are novel. Now, why not striving The Only Woman in the Room:
Why Science Is Still a Boys' Club that give your enjoyment preference will be satisfied by simply reading
this book. Reading behavior all over the world can be said as the opportinity for people to know world far
better then how they react toward the world. It can't be claimed constantly that reading routine only for the
geeky individual but for all of you who wants to be success person. So , for all of you who want to start
reading as your good habit, you are able to pick The Only Woman in the Room: Why Science Is Still a Boys'
Club become your current starter.

Marilynn Johnson:

The book untitled The Only Woman in the Room: Why Science Is Still a Boys' Club contain a lot of
information on the idea. The writer explains your ex idea with easy approach. The language is very clear and
understandable all the people, so do not really worry, you can easy to read the idea. The book was authored
by famous author. The author brings you in the new period of literary works. It is easy to read this book
because you can read more your smart phone, or device, so you can read the book inside anywhere and
anytime. In a situation you wish to purchase the e-book, you can open up their official web-site as well as
order it. Have a nice learn.
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