STRENGTH IN NUMBERS:

SUSTAINING GIRLS’ INTEREST IN MATH AND SCIENCE

AAUW programs like the Tech Trek Science Camp for Girls are changing the status quo

in math and science classes across the country. By connecting young women with like-

minded peers and mentors, these programs have a powerful effect on the lives and career

choices of future generations. Find out how you can get involved.

By Marie Wolbach

For decades, a girl who enrolled in

an advanced high school science or
mathematics class would be one of a
handful of girls—or the only girl—in
the class. Although the situation has
improved, young women in college still
report feeling isolated in many science
majors. In an effort to change the cul-
ture for girls and encourage them to
pursue careers in science and math,
AAUW promotes programs in the so-
called STEM fields of science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics.
Members across the country have
responded with excellent branch and
state programs.

AAUW of Californias Tech Trek

Science Camp for Girls, a one-week

WwWww.aauw.org

residential summer scholarship camp
for rising eighth graders, is a good
example. Founded in 1998 with start-
up funds from an AAUW Educational
Foundation Community Action Grant,
the camp was designed to encourage
young women to continue studying sci-
ence and math in middle school. An
Educational Foundation research report,
Shortchanging Girls, Shortchanging America,
indicated that young women tend to
drop out of these courses during the
middle school years. In early adoles-
cence, the research found, a focus on
social acceptance may trump academic
interests and achievement for many
girls, even those who have previously
been good students.

Tech Trek Science Camp for Girls
provides a supportive environment for
girls to explore and expand their inter-
ests in science and math, with hands-on
activities and projects led by experi-
enced, paid teachers in a college setting.

Tech Trek’s goals are

* to encourage young women of all
backgrounds who are entering eighth
grade to take math and science courses
each year throughout high school,

e to motivate these students to attend
college, and

* to inspire young women to consider
careers in science, technology, engi-
neering, or math.

To recruit students for the first Tech
Trek camp, AAUW branches through-
out the state sought nominations from
math and science teachers, read essays
from students, and conducted inter-
views to determine the scholarship
recipients. The camp took place at
Stanford University, with 150 girls
enrolled. With enthusiastic support
from branches and successful fundrais-
ing from local businesses and service

S Tech Trek was my
only strongly positive,
hands-on, make-science-
real-and-cool experience
in all of middle
school, and | credit
it with saving my

interest in science. I3
—Tech Trek participant
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THate a
Lasting Gift

Support future generations of
women and girls by joining the
AAUW Legacy Circle.

Simply make a gift to the AAUW
Educational Foundation, which now
includes the AAUW Legal Advocacy Fund;
the AAUW Leadership and Training
Institute; or the Association through your
will or participate in one
of AAUW'’s planned giving programs.

As our thanks, you will receive the Legacy
Circle pin designed exclusively for AAUW by
Swarovski Jewelers.

AMERICAN
ASSOCIATION OF
UNIVERSITY
WOMEN

For more information on becoming
a member of the AAUW Legacy Circle,
please contact Carol Rognrud at
202/728-7627 or rognrudc@aauw.org.
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groups, the camps blossomed and immediately began to
expand to additional sites.

Today, Tech Trek camps are held on six California cam-
puses: Stanford University, the University of California—San
Diego, California State University—Fresno, Mills College,
Whittier College, and the University of California—Santa
Barbara. More than 4,200 girls have completed the program,
which is still run by volunteers, most of whom return for sev-
eral years. Further growth has been limited by a lack of camp
directors and space on campuses, so the camps have a waiting
list every year. Of California’s 160 AAUW branches, 91 per-

cent participate in the program.

€ If it weren’t for Tech Trek | might not
have seriously considered pursuing a

career in engineering. | had a great time
engaged in scientific exploration sur-

rounded by a group of girls who shared

my interests in math and science.”??
—Tech Trek participant

Since its inception in 1998, Tech Trek has collected a great
deal of evidence, from both parents and students, about the
value of the camp experience. In end-of-camp evaluations each
year, students always report how much they enjoy being
around other girls who share their interest in math and science.
Another frequent comment is that the experience of living on
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&€ At first | thought | was
alone in the subjects
and things that interested
me. Being given the
opportunity to attend
Tech Trek showed me that
| wasn’t alone. It allowed
me to be more comfortable
with myself and to be
proud about who | am as

an individual. 3
—Tech Trek participant

a college campus has awakened or con-
firmed their desire to attend college.
Parents often volunteer interesting
information as well, like the mother
whose daughter “did not want to work
hard when so many of her friends were
not interested in the same subjects at
school. After receiving the news that she
would attend Tech Trek, [she] did a 180-
degree turn and started doing her home-
work with enthusiasm.” That same
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young woman has just completed a
degree in physics from a major university.

In 2006, AAUW of California began
a formal assessment of Tech Trek, secur-
ing grants from the AAUW Educational
Foundation (Mooneen Lecce Giving
Circle) and the Morgan Family Foun-
dation to evaluate whether the program
goals were being met. An online survey
asked Tech Trek participants from the
first four years of the program about its
effect on their attitudes and subsequent
academic and personal choices. The
respondents, who had all graduated from
high school, were largely enthusiastic
about their time at Tech Trek. Many
reported that it had been the most influ-
ential personal or academic experience of
their middle school years.

Other data from the survey are
equally compelling. Respondents indi-
cated much higher levels of science and
math course taking in their high school
years than the national average, as well as
increased participation in AP science and
math courses. They exceeded national
norms for college attendance, with 96
percent currently enrolled in 120 differ-
ent colleges and the others planning to
attend. Fifty-three percent indicated that
they were majoring in science- and
math-oriented fields, a greater percent-
age than the number of women in such
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fields nationally. All participants credited
Tech Trek for encouraging their interest

in science- and math-related careers.

With a number of highly successful
projects like Tech Trek in place, AAUW
is working to further increase opportuni-
ties for girls in STEM through the
National Girls Collaborative Project
(NGCP). AAUW is encouraging all
girls-in-STEM programs to register with
the NGCP Program Directory at
www.ngeproject.org. The directory helps
groups and individuals connect with
similar programs, share resources, and
collaborate on STEM projects. Regis-
tered programs also may apply for
$1,000 mini-grants that are now avail-
able. Please visit www.aauw.org/educa-
tion/ngcp for more information about
AAUW’s role in the National Girls
Collaborative Project and for ideas
about starting a STEM project in your
branch. With your help, the next gener-
ation of girls who love math and science
will find these fields a welcoming place
to start a career.

Marie  Wolbach  founded AAUW  of
Californias Tech Trek Science Camp for Girls. An
AAUW Educational Foundation Fellow in 1997
and 2006, she lives in Palo Alro, California.

The National Girls Collaborative Project is
supported by a grant from the National Science
Foundation, Research on Gender in Science and
Engineering Award HRD-0631766.
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