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5 November 2004

Department of Geosciences Proposal to the College of Science MROC Committee

Women and minorities are underrepresented both nationally in the geosciences and within the Department of Geosciences at the University of Arizona.  The under-representation occurs at both the faculty and graduate student levels.  Although we have had women finalists in recent faculty searches, none have been the successful candidate.  We have not had any minority finalists for faculty positions, and have never had a significant pool of graduate student applications from minority students.

The Department of Geosciences proposes a two-pronged approach to address these issues: (1) An outside consultant/specialist in the area of subtle discrimination to advise current search committees; and (2) A speakers’ fund to support travel by Geosciences faculty to high-minority institutions and to support travel by minority faculty to participate in our weekly colloquium series here on campus.

Outside expert on subtle discrimination.  “Subtle discrimination” refers to the unintentional ways in which women and minority candidates are treated differently than majority candidates.  For example, the work of Dr. Virginia Valin (her book, “Why So Slow: The Advancement of Women”, MIT Press,1998, offers many examples of subtle discrimination, as does her 2000 work, “Women in the Chemical Workforce”, Nat’l Academies Press, http://books.nap.edu/books/030907293X/html/27.html#pagetop).  Examples abound in academia and elsewhere, where women are “underrated” compared to men, by both men and women, even when we are “all tempted to think of scientific excellence as straightforward and objective, and we have difficulty seeing how much interpretation is required of the data in front of us.”  She uses the term “schema,” or “hypotheses that people use to interpret social events,” to help us understand the nature of subtle discrimination.  In the field of Chemistry, for example, it has been demonstrated that both male and female writers of reference letters for faculty candidates tend to refer to women candidates far more often by first name, while referring to male candidates by title (College of Science Chemistry MROC proposal, 2003).  Through Dr. Allison Vaillancourt, Assisstant Vice President for Human Resources, we have identified a local expert on campus familiar with subtle discrimination in the hiring process, Dr. Beth Mitchneck.  Dr. Mitchneck is currently associate dean of the College of Social and Behavioral Sciences and served recently as interim vice provost for academic affairs.  The chairs of both search committees, Drs. Julia Cole and George Gehrels, support having an expert meet with the search committees prior to review of the application materials.  We have thus already invited Dr. Mitchneck, and she has agreed to meet with faculty from our two current search committees (and any other interested faculty).  The Department of Geosciences is committed to a search process that gives all candidates the maximum possible opportunity for success.  An outside expert will help us in that effort.

Speakers’ Fund   We propose to establish a fund to support Department of Geoscience faculty travel to present colloquia or departmental seminars at Historically Black Colleges and 
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Universities (HBCUs) and Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs) with geoscience departments.  Such faculty would be charged with presenting their own work, and representing the broad disciplinary interests of the department.  They would also recruit students in these departments to apply for graduate work in the Geosciences at UA, and encourage faculty in these departments to advise their students to apply here.  The PIs, Richardson and Flessa, would be charged with putting together departmental information for such purposes, and with identifying and training (as needed) a pool of 2-4 Geoscience faculty to be available to offer colloquia to HBCUs and HSIs with geoscience departments.  By NSF’s count there are up to 7 HBCUs that have geoscience-like departments, and we are still canvassing HSIs to determine which have appropriate departments, although we know of some already.  In addition, the Speakers’ Fund could also be used to invite minority or women researchers to give a Colloquium as part of our weekly series.  Such speakers would increase the exposure of our graduate students and faculty to research being done by minority and women faculty, enhance our graduate student recruiting efforts at their home institutions, and identify potential faculty candidates for future hires. 

This proposal was discussed in a Geoscience Faculty meeting on 2 November, and has the full support of the faculty.

Budget

1. Consultant to advise search committees 

and Department on subtle discrimination: 

no cost*

2. Fund to support Geoscience Department

Faculty talks at HBCU and HIS geoscience

departments





$5,000

Total Request




$5,000

*  If, after meeting with Dr. Mitchneck, the department deems that additional resources need to be made available on the subtle discrimination side of our effort, up to $2000 may be moved from the Speaker Fund to meet this need.

