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Discussion Question Answer Key 
Neglected Scientists 

Judith Sharn Young 

1. How did your scientist become interested in her field? 
She was taught about black holes in a class taught by her mother, a famous astronomer. 
She switched from astronomy to physics after her master’s committee advised her to 
drop out after getting married. 

2. What sort of education did your scientist have? 
She went to Harvard for undergraduate work and the University of Minnesota for her 
Ph.D.  

3. Did she face any prejudices or challenges in school? If so, what were they? 
One of her professors in junior year advised that she drop out of college and get 
married. Her committee for her master’s degree told her she should leave after she got 
married and follow her husband’s career rather than having one of her own. 

4. Did the scientist have professional mentors, collaborators, or role models? 
Her mother was a famous astronomer who was a great role model. She also looked up 
to the only female faculty member in her graduate department. Finally, Nick Scoville, a 
radio astronomer, was her mentor and collaborator. 

5. What sort of job did your scientist have? What was their area of research? 
She worked as a postdoc at a center for radio astronomy. This led to a professorship at 
the University of Massachusetts-Amherst.  

6. What kinds of challenges did the scientist face in the workplace? 
Several teachers told her to stop her education to be a housewife.  

7. Was the scientist recognized through advancement opportunities, publications, or 
awards?  
She received the Annie J. Cannon Award, for her early research career. She was the first 
recipient of the Maria Goeppert-Mayer award for her contribution to physics.  

8. Did the scientist marry or have children? 
She married, and took her husband’s name so as not to be instantly associated with her 
mother. She had a daughter. 

9. Did the scientist have friends or allies, within or outside of the scientific community?  
Her mother, a scientist, always encouraged her. She had a few supportive professors 
and colleagues like Nick Scoville. 

10. What surprised you most about this scientist? 
Answers will vary. 
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Laura Bassi 

 
1. How did your scientist become interested in her field? 

She was the daughter of a lawyer, and he paid for her to study under several learned 
scholars. She was taught Latin and physics from a young age. 

2. What sort of education did your scientist have? 
She received a bachelor’s degree in India, and a Ph.D. in Canada.  

3. Did she face any prejudices or challenges in school? If so, what were they? 
She was taught by private tutors for most of her education, so she didn’t attend a 
regular “school.” Various people opposed a woman in an academic environment, but 
she was able to overcome their opposition by having powerful advocates.  

4. Did the scientist have professional mentors, collaborators, or role models? 
She learned from her cousin and the family physician. 

5. What sort of job did your scientist have? What was their area of research? 
She was a professor at the University of Bologna. She also taught at the Institute of 
Science and gave many private lessons, in addition to performing experiments. 

6. What kinds of challenges did the scientist face in the workplace? 
She was only allowed to give public lectures by invitation only.  

7. Was the scientist recognized through advancement opportunities, publications, or 
awards?  
She was put on the Benedictine Academy, a collection of the 25 leading scholars in Italy, 
by the pope. 

8. Did the scientist marry or have children?  
She married another academic, Giovanni Verati. She married partly so that she would be 
accepted more within the scientific community and allowed to meet with other 
scholars. 

9. Did the scientist have friends or allies, within or outside of the scientific community?  
The archbishop of Bologna, and later Pope, was an ally and secured her right to a faculty 
position. She had many advocates in the nobility of Bologna. 

10. What surprised you most about this scientist? 
Answers will vary. 
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Leona Woods Marshall Libby 
 

1. How did your scientist become interested in her field? 
Her family knew Enrico Fermi, a famous physicist, and he would visit their family farm. 
She became interested and an expert in nuclear physics by taking notes on Enrico 
Fermi’s lectures. 

2. What sort of education did your scientist have? 
She received an undergraduate degree (at age 19) and Ph.D. degree from the University 
of Chicago. 

3. Did she face any prejudices or challenges in school? If so, what were they? 
She was advised that if she wanted to pursue a career in science, she might starve 
because she was a woman.  

4. Did the scientist have professional mentors, collaborators, or role models? 
She knew Enrico Fermi, a famous physicist. He encouraged her as a female physicist to 
develop her own ideas. 

5. What sort of job did your scientist have? What was their area of research? 
She worked for the Metallurgical Lab, a part of the secret Manhattan Project. She was 
an expert in nuclear reactions and high energy particle physics. She also researched 
astrophysics and ecology. 

6. What kinds of challenges did the scientist face in the workplace? 
She had to hide her pregnancy to continue working.  

7. Was the scientist recognized through advancement opportunities, publications, or 
awards?  
She published many papers on a variety of topics throughout her life. She was also 
awarded large grants to employ many students in her research program. 

8. Did the scientist marry or have children? 
Yes, she married a member of the research team they were a part of. She did have 
children, although she hid the fact she pregnant to continue working. She later divorced 
her first husband and remarried to Nobel Laureate Willard Libby. 

9. Did the scientist have friends or allies, within or outside of the scientific community?  
She was friends with and mentored by Enrico Fermi. 

10. What surprised you most about this scientist? 
Answers will vary. 
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Joanne Simpson 
 

1. How did your scientist become interested in her field? 
During World War II, the meteorology training program was open to women and she 
wanted to sign up for it. 

2. What sort of education did your scientist have? 
She went to the University of Chicago for college for a meteorology training program for 
weather forecasters. She continued on to get a masters and Ph.D. 

3. Did she face any prejudices or challenges in school? If so, what were they? 
Her professors were shocked that a woman would continue her education after World 
War II when men were returning to work. Students wouldn’t even sit next to her during 
classes because they were embarrassed by having a woman in the same program. They 
wouldn’t provide any fellowship support. No faculty member would agree to supervise 
her doctorate (at first). 

4. Did the scientist have professional mentors, collaborators, or role models? 
None that are mentioned, but her advisor was a specialist in tropical meteorology, 
which became her specialty. 

5. What sort of job did your scientist have? What was their area of research? 
She started out training weather forecasters during World War II.  She got a job teaching 
physics at a local college and then worked for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration and later NASA. 

6. What kinds of challenges did the scientist face in the workplace? 
She was passed over for positions by less qualified men and not taken seriously as an 
academic. 

7. Was the scientist recognized through advancement opportunities, publications, or 
awards?  
She became the head of the Severe Storms branch at NASA. She received the Rossby 
Research Medal from the American Meteorological Society and the Exceptional Science 
Achievement Medal of NASA. 

8. Did the scientist marry or have children?  
Yes, she was married three times. No children are mentioned. 

9. Did the scientist have friends or allies, within or outside of the scientific community?  
She worked with her husband to create a private meteorology consulting service. 

10. What surprised you most about this scientist? 
Answers will vary. 
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Margaret Joan Geller 

1. How did your scientist become interested in her field? 
Her parents encouraged her interest in math and science, even teaching her algebra at 
home. Her father also took her to Bell Labs, and showed her how to do the scientific 
work he was involved in. 

2. What sort of education did your scientist have? 
She went to Berkeley for undergrad, and got a Ph.D. in astronomy from Princeton. She 
was only the second woman to receive her doctorate from Princeton. 

3. Did she face any prejudices or challenges in school? If so, what were they? 
Her elementary school teacher tried to steer her away from math and physics. She also 
thinks women are taught to take fewer risks than men. 

4. Did the scientist have professional mentors, collaborators, or role models? 
Her father was a role model for how to be a scientist. She worked closely with John 
Huchra, who made the observations that Geller applies to her theoretical approach. 

5. What sort of job did your scientist have? What was their area of research? 
She was interested in cosmology, the branch of astronomy that studies the structure 
and evolution of the universe. She studied the distances and position of far-off galaxies 
to discover the structure of the universe. 

6. What kinds of challenges did the scientist face in the workplace? 
N/A 

7. Was the scientist recognized through advancement opportunities, publications, or 
awards?  
She received a MacArthur fellowship, the Newcomb-Cleveland Prize of the AAAS, and 
membership in the National Academy of Science and International Astronomical Union. 

8. Did the scientist marry or have children?  
N/A 

9. Did the scientist have friends or allies, within or outside of the scientific community?  
Her father was a scientist who inspired her. She was a close collaborator with John 
Huchra. 

10. What surprised you most about this scientist? 
Answers will vary. 
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Helen T. Edwards 

1. How did your scientist become interested in her field? 
She didn’t like reading or spelling as a child, but did enjoy figuring out how things work. 
She also attended an all-girls school where her science classmates and teachers were all 
female. 

2. What sort of education did your scientist have? 
She received her undergrad and Ph.D. degrees from Cornell University. 

3. Did she face any prejudices or challenges in school? If so, what were they? 
There was an attitude that training women in the sciences was a waste of time, since it 
was thought they would choose marriage over a career. 

4. Did the scientist have professional mentors, collaborators, or role models? 
A professor, B.D. McDaniels, was her friend and thesis advisor. 

5. What sort of job did your scientist have? What was their area of research? 
She was a group leader, making instruments to detect particles coming out of particle 
accelerators. Her area of research was particle physics. 

6. What kinds of challenges did the scientist face in the workplace? 
She had to overcome her professors’ initial reluctance to teach women students physics; 
they thought that women would get married and give up research. 

7. Was the scientist recognized through advancement opportunities, publications, or 
awards?  
She was made a group leader at Fermilab, a large particle accelerator facility. 

8. Did the scientist marry or have children?  
No, it’s never mentioned. 

9. Did the scientist have friends or allies, within or outside of the scientific community?  
A professor, B.D. McDaniels, was her friend and thesis advisor. Robert Wilson, the 
laboratory director of Cornell, was also important in securing Edwards a position at 
Fermilab. 

10. What surprised you most about this scientist? 
Answers will vary. 
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Allie Vibert Douglas 

1. How did your scientist become interested in her field? 
She was interested in science from a young age, partly because her relatives often took 
her to public science lectures. 

2. What sort of education did your scientist have? 
She went to McGill University to study physics, but her schooling was interrupted by 
World War I. At that time, she was made the head of the Statistics branch of the War 
Recruiting Office. She returned to McGill to complete her degree and earn a master’s. 
She became interested in astronomy studying at Cambridge University, but returned to 
McGill to complete her Ph.D. 

3. Did she face any prejudices or challenges in school? If so, what were they? 
She was not allowed in the school science club because she was female, even though 
her brother helped organize it. She was also not allowed to get a degree at Cambridge 
University because she was a woman, despite completing the requirements. 

4. Did the scientist have professional mentors, collaborators, or role models? 
Her brother was a geologist and supported her scientific interests. Arthur Eddington, a 
famous astronomer, was her mentor, and she wrote a biography of him. 

5. What sort of job did your scientist have? What was their area of research? 
She lectured in astronomy at McGill and was a full professor of astronomy and Dean of 
Women at Queen’s University, Kingston.  

6. What kinds of challenges did the scientist face in the workplace? 
She was often not considered for positions or taken seriously because she was a 
woman.  

7. Was the scientist recognized through advancement opportunities, publications, or 
awards?  
She was the president of the International Federation of University Women and named 
“Woman of the Century” by the National Council of Jewish Women. 

8. Did the scientist marry or have children?  
No, she remained single but devoted to her family. 

9. Did the scientist have friends or allies, within or outside of the scientific community?  
Her brother was very supportive of her endeavors. A family friend helped get her a 
position to help in the war effort. 

10. What surprised you most about this scientist? 
Answers will vary. 
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Gertrude Scharff Goldhaber 

1. How did your scientist become interested in her field? 
She was very interested in math from an early age. She studied physics because she 
wanted to “understand what the world is made of.” 

2. What sort of education did your scientist have? 
She went to the University of Freiburg in Germany for her degree. She went to 
universities in Zurich and Berlin before getting her Ph.D. from the University of Munich 
in 1935. 

3. Did she face any prejudices or challenges in school? If so, what were they? 
It was assumed any girl who studied physics and math would become a schoolteacher. 

4. Did the scientist have professional mentors, collaborators, or role models? 
After she married, she and her physicist husband worked at many of the same places 
together. 

5. What sort of job did your scientist have? What was their area of research? 
She was interested in nuclear physics, and got positions at Argonne and Brookhaven 
National Labs. Her areas of research were fission, inertia, and electromagnetics. 

6. What kinds of challenges did the scientist face in the workplace? 
She was Jewish, so when the Nazis came to power, she had to flee Germany. 

7. Was the scientist recognized through advancement opportunities, publications, or 
awards?  
She was a senior physicist at Brookhaven National Lab, and led or participated in a 
variety of government panels on scientific activities and editorial boards of scientific 
journals. She later became chair of many panels advocating for more women in science. 

8. Did the scientist marry or have children?  
Yes, she married the Austrian physicist Maurice Goldhaber and had two sons. 

9. Did the scientist have friends or allies, within or outside of the scientific community?  
Her husband was also a physicist, and helped her get many positions.  

10. What surprised you most about this scientist? 
Answers will vary. 



 

Prepared by the Center for History of Physics at AIP 9 
 

Nancy Grace Roman 

1. How did your scientist become interested in her field? 
She always wanted to be an astronomer. She even started an astronomy club in fifth 
grade. She also took any math and physics classes that were offered because they would 
be useful. 

2. What sort of education did your scientist have? 
She went to Swarthmore College for her undergraduate degree, and got her Ph.D. in 
astronomy from the University of Chicago. 

3. Did she face any prejudices or challenges in school? If so, what were they? 
None that are mentioned specifically. 

4. Did the scientist have professional mentors, collaborators, or role models? 
None that are mentioned. 

5. What sort of job did your scientist have? What was their area of research? 
She worked at the University of Chicago as a research associate and then a professor. 
Her research was on the spectra of stars and determining the age and composition of 
various stars. She later directed NASA’s program in space astronomy. 

6. What kinds of challenges did the scientist face in the workplace? 
She didn’t think she would get tenure, because no woman at that time had ever 
received it.  

7. Was the scientist recognized through advancement opportunities, publications, or 
awards?  
She administered the Orbiting Solar and Astronomical Observatories as well as the 
Hubble Space Telescope and many rocket-based programs. 

8. Did the scientist marry or have children?  
Yes, she married (against her father’s wishes) and had a son. 

9. Did the scientist have friends or allies, within or outside of the scientific community?  
Her father inspired her. 

10. What surprised you most about this scientist? 
Answers will vary. 
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Vera Kistiakowsky 

1. How did your scientist become interested in her field? 
Her father was a physical chemist and professor at Harvard. He encouraged Vera to plan 
for a career where she could support herself, and he encouraged her interest in science. 

2. What sort of education did your scientist have? 
She started at Mount Holyoke College, an all-female college, at the age of 15. She then 
went to graduate school at UC-Berkeley, studying under Nobel Prize winner Glenn 
Seaborg. 

3. Did she face any prejudices or challenges in school? If so, what were they? 
She was the only woman in her graduate school, but was treated well because the 
students and teachers respected her father.  

4. Did the scientist have professional mentors, collaborators, or role models? 
Her father was a role model and inspired her love of science. 

5. What sort of job did your scientist have? What was their area of research? 
She set up a spectroscopy laboratory to study radioactive decay. She was a staff scientist 
and later a professor at Brandeis and MIT. She did research in nuclear physics, before 
switching to particle physics, and finally astrophysics, following her changing interests.   

6. What kinds of challenges did the scientist face in the workplace? 
After she graduated, no university would hire her because she was a woman. However, 
after her husband also received his Ph.D., she was able to get assistant positions at 
universities. 

7. Was the scientist recognized through advancement opportunities, publications, or 
awards?  
She moved from a staff scientist to a full professor at MIT. She was also a Phi Beta Kappa 
visiting scholar and fellow of the American Association for the Advancement of Science 
(AAAS). 

8. Did the scientist marry or have children?  
Yes, she married and had two children who grew up to be scientists. 

9. Did the scientist have friends or allies, within or outside of the scientific community?  
Her father encouraged her in science and set an example. She was also encouraged by 
Chien-Shiung Wu at Columbia, and worked closely on activist activities with a number of 
other female professors. The president of MIT was also her supporter. 

10. What surprised you most about this scientist? 
Answers will vary. 
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Sandra Moore Faber 

1. How did your scientist become interested in her field? 
She was unhappy at being denied entry into “boy’s” pursuits such as Little League and 
the Cub Scouts, and so decided that she would become an excellent science student. 

2. What sort of education did your scientist have? 
She went to Swarthmore College for her undergraduate degree, and got her Ph.D. in 
astronomy from Harvard University. 

3. Did she face any prejudices or challenges in school? If so, what were they? 
Not really, and for that she realizes she was lucky. However, she did make many 
compromises to end up at places close to her husband. 

4. Did the scientist have professional mentors, collaborators, or role models? 
She worked closely with Vera Rubin and Kent Ford at the Department of Terrestrial 
Magnetism. 

5. What sort of job did your scientist have? What was their area of research? 
She studied dark matter and the expansion of the universe. She became an assistant 
professor at UC-Santa Cruz.  

6. What kinds of challenges did the scientist face in the workplace? 
She compromised by going to university at places near her husband, and finding work 
where he was nearby. She started a family just as she began a new professorial position. 

7. Was the scientist recognized through advancement opportunities, publications, or 
awards?  
She was able to find a good assistant professor position and become a full professor 
later. She also became a member of the National Academy of Sciences and won the 
NASA Group Achievement award for her work on the Hubble Space Telescope. She also 
was one of seven authors on a very influential paper explaining the large-scale structure 
of the universe. 

8. Did the scientist marry or have children?  
Yes, she married and had two children. 

9. Did the scientist have friends or allies, within or outside of the scientific community?  
Vera Rubin and Kent Ford within the scientific community. Her husband was also very 
supportive of her career. 

10. What surprised you most about this scientist? 
Answers will vary. 

 


