Stereotypes

Science isn’t the only profession with an image prob-
lem. Think of accountants and lawyers. But science is
our profession. It has long been known that! the com-
mon perception among elementary and high school
children is that scientists are rather stern-looking white
males, middle aged (or older), who have unruly hair
and/or a beard, and wear lab coats (usually with pocket
protectors) and glasses. A useful tool for identifying
children’s perceptions of scientists has been the Draw-
A-Scientist Test (DAST).2 The above characteristics
that show up on the drawings are found to be quite
consistent with comments solicited from the children
during interviews. Sadly, young people’s view of scien-
tists seem to have remained about the same for 50 years.
Of course, we might hope that older students who have
attended college and had direct interactions with scien-
tists would have a different view. But Jréne Rahm and
Paul Charbonneau? found that this isn’t really so. They
administered the DAST to a number of undergraduate
and postgraduate students, and got results very similar
to those typical of young children. DAST results for el-
ementary school teachers are equally discouraging. Their
perceptions of scientists are basically the same as those of
their students.

Some excellent work is going on to try to combat ef-
fects of the negative portrayal of scientists in the media.
It can be painfully difficult. As a part of the University
of Nebraska’s Project Fulcrum,? Gayle Buck and her co-
workers tested the effect of bringing women scientists
from the university into elementary school classrooms.°
The scientists worked with the students once a week for
three months, leading them in electricity and magnetism
inquiry activities. They were introduced to the students
(multiple times) as scientists. They took time to describe
their laboratories and to discuss their research and their
careers. Despite these efforts to identify the women as
scientists, questionnaires and interviews showed that
the students had difficulty accepting them as such. The
students believed they didn’t look or behave like scien-
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tists. They didn’t wear glasses, have gray hair, or wear

lab coats. Also, they were too nice—they “try to make
things easier for us” and “let us do fun things.” Students
thought that “real” scientists “talk about more compli-
cated things” and “have cups with all kinds of experi-
ments in them.” Even the students’ parents were con-
fused. One asked, “When will the real scientists show
up?” Another commented that “It was really nice of the
scientists to let their wives do this.” There are other in-
tervention methods that work better in addressing stu-
dents’ stereotypes.’ For example, if scientists are brought
in not to teach but simply to discuss their own research,
as well as to answer questions about their lives and work,
the students seem to more readily identify them as “real
scientists.”

Fermilab personnel also seem to be having some suc-
cess with this kind of approach. They bring in some
11,000 pre-college students per year for field trips. One
group of seventh-graders, prior to their field trip, was
asked to draw a picture of what a scientist looks like and
to describe a scientist in words. The drawings were quite
consistent with previous DAST results found by oth-
ers. The students’ three-hour visit to Fermilab included
a tour as well as some face-to-face time with scientists,
during which they asked both personal and science
questions. They were then asked again to draw a scien-
tist and to write a description. The results were dramati-
cally different.” We've reproduced, on the cover, the be-
fore/after pair produced by one of the students. Admit-
tedly this pair shows the most dramatic change of the
group, but others are quite impressive as well. Of course,
having just interacted with a scientist, students will be
inclined to attempt a representation of that person and
in some cases that might just be replacing one stereotype
with another. And there are no data to indicate whether
the changed perceptions are permanent. But it’s hard
not to look at Amy’s before and after descriptions and
not feel uplifted.

All such efforts to change popular perceptions of sci-



entists is important to the future of our profession. More

of us should be actively involved.
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