
 

The British physicist making women
scientists visible online

April 20 2023, by Anna CUENCA

  
 

  

British physicist Jessica Wade has made it her mission to increase women
scientists' visibility online.

By day, Jessica Wade spends her time in a laboratory at Imperial College
London surrounded by spectrometers, oscilloscopes—and men.
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At night, she writes biographies on Wikipedia about women researchers
like her who don't have an online presence.

"We can't just do the shouting about how we need more women in
science. We have to do the point of honoring and celebrating the women
scientists that we have," she told AFP.

"And I think writing their stories, making sure the world recognizes what
they've done is a really important way to do that."

Wade, 34, has worked at Imperial's imposing campus in west London
since 2016.

As a physicist, she is involved in developing new generations of carbon-
based semi-conductors to make optical and electronic devices such as
televisions and solar panels more energy efficient.

She leads a team of five people in a wider team of about 15. Of them,
only one other scientist is a woman.

Science "is very male-dominated," Wade said, lamenting the lack of
interest in it among girls whose parents are not scientists.

"As soon as I walked into a physics department that had a majority of
men and a majority of people from white privileged backgrounds, I
suddenly realized that not everyone's getting the opportunity to study
physics, not everyone's getting excited about it," she added.

"That lack of diversity impacts the science we do, the questions we ask,
the directions we go in, the way we translate our innovations into society,
where those kinds of devices are actually used in the world and who they
benefit."
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Wade writes biographies of women scientists on Wikipedia.

Visibility

Wade now seeks to "take science to more people" but came across
"knowledge gaps" in the internet's free, multilingual, collaborative
encyclopedia.

"Wikipedia is an amazing platform because it's used by everyone in
society," she said.
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"It's used by 15 billion access points a month. Parents, teachers,
policymakers, journalists, scientists, Amazon, Alexa, Google Home, they
all use Wikipedia when they're looking for information."

But there is one big problem, she added: "About 90 percent of
Wikipedia contributors and editors are men, and about 19 percent of the
biographies on English language Wikipedia are about women."

Wade set out to redress the imbalance in 2018 and has since written
almost 2,000 pages by herself at the rate of one a night, at home, after
dinner.

"They take more than one hour each, so that's already too many hours of
my life," she laughed.

But she is undeterred by the daunting task.

"I don't see it stopping anytime soon," she said.

In fact, the research itself creates more work, as she often discovers
more women scientists when writing another biography.
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Wade hopes greater visibility for women scientists will encourage more girls.

Wades' first Wikipedia biography entry was the American climatologist
Kim Cobb.

She saw her at a conference but after looking her up on Wikipedia found
there was nothing on her oceanographic research.

Acknowledgement

Wade, who is now part of a network of women editors and leads
workshops on how to write for Wikipedia, says a person's presence and
their work on the internet means they are discoverable.
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"Little girls who are googling something, let's say about sea urchins, will
click through and then land on a Wikipedia page about an awesome
woman scientist who had contributed to that," she said.

"If you're trying to nominate someone for an award or to become a
fellow or to invite someone to give a lecture, you always google them
and if they've got a biography nicely summarized on somewhere like
Wikipedia, it's so much easier to write someone's citation or reference."

That happened for Gladys West, a 92-year-old black American
mathematician, whose profile was one of Wade's first.

Starting in 1956, when racial segregation was still imposed in the United
States, she worked for 42 years on navy navigation systems. Her
calculations eventually led to the development of GPS.

"I researched Gladys to write her page and there was so little about her
online, she was almost 90 and no one had celebrated her," she said.

"I put her Wikipedia page online in February 2018 and in May 2018 she
was in the BBC top 100 women in the world.

"And then she was inducted to the US Air Force Hall of Fame, and she
won the Royal Academy of Engineering Prince Philip medal, which had
never before gone to a woman."
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