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Why Broaden the Participation of all 
Underrepresented Groups?

■ Workforce issues, national interest
■ It has been shown that diversity works in producing 

better outcomes
■ IT IS THE JUST AND MORAL THING TO DO
■ The question really should be: why are we not doing 

more?



Some Data for Context



Some Data for Context

Sometimes the numbers make it clearer. The table below shows the number of 
Physics doctorate recipients.

2006 2016

Total 1,341 1,833

Women 234 354

Hispanic/Latinx 21 43

Black or African American 11 24

American Indian / Native Alaskan 3 1



Some Data for Context

2006 2011 2016

Total # 4,566 5,221 6,968
% women 20.7 19.2 19.3
% Black or African American 4.0 3.0 3.3
% Hispanic or Latinx 4.8 5.6 9
% American Indian /Native Alaskan 0.6 0.6 0.4

The table below show the number of Physics BS degree recipients, followed by the 
percentage of BS degree recipients of some groups.



Thoughts About Possible Obstacles to Increasing 
the Rate of Broadening Participation in Physics
■ To increase significantly the number of physics majors, we need to rethink who we 

consider as qualified or suited for the discipline.
■ We need to deal with inadequate mathematics and physics preparation in high school 

for undergraduates without adding time to degree completion and without laying the 
blame on the students.

■ We need to rethink our notion of what we consider adequate undergraduate 
preparation for grad school – such as looking beyond elite schools to recruit graduate 
students.

■ GPA, SAT, GRE – what are these indicators telling us about who will be successful?
■ How do we approach this subject without generating a two-tiered system?

HBCU Physics departments can provide best practices.



Thoughts About Possible Obstacles to Increasing 
the Rate of Broadening Participation in Physics 

■ What do we need to do to create an environment where all students can 
thrive and contribute? Are faculty open to change? 

■ Women of color in particular find Physics a hostile discipline and have 
become outspoken and want change. One study states: “Eighteen % of 
women of color and 12% of white women reported avoiding a class, 
conference or professional event because they did not feel safe attending”. 

Some exemplary programs: PKAL’s STEM Leadership Institutes and 
TIDES (Teaching to Increase Diversity and Equity in STEM) program



Thoughts On Why Physics May Not Be An 
Inviting Discipline To Some

■ Sandra Harding, Chanda Prescod-Weinstein, Ivory Toldson and others argue 
that we should consider questions such as: Whose hypotheses, concepts, 
preferred research designs and preferred understandings of nature are we 
using? Who participates actively in making scientific decisions? How is 
science defined and who defines it? Is there such a thing as an objective 
research question?

■ They further argue that the Western view of what science is and how we 
conduct it, makes disciplines like Physics less attractive to some women and 
members of minoritized groups.



■ Sandra Harding: “The social justice movements have argued that there must 
be something wrong with even the very best scientific methodology, since it 
seems to have lacked the resources to block discriminatory values and 
interests from shaping some of what is generally regarded as the very best 
research”.

■ Falcon Rankins:  “Let’s imagine a science that's made better in ways we 
aren't yet capable of imagining, because we don't understand what's 
important and valuable to the people who we have been actively excluding”.
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