
IMPACT OF WOMEN MATHEMATICIANS ON
RESEARCH AND EDUCATION IN MATHEMATICS

(18W2034)

Lillian Beltaos (Nikola Tesla Historical Society of Alberta),
Amenda Chow (York University)

March 16 – 18, 2018

1 Overview of the Field
It is well known that women in mathematics have historically been unrecognized and under represented in
their significance to the field. The extent of this social and historical oversight came to light at this workshop.
The eminent women mathematicians are not well known even among those who teach the material that is
directly related to their work and are unaware of this failing to credit them appropriately. The purpose of
this workshop was to bring forward the lives and research of some – a small number – of these women and
to encourage the participants to engage in initiatives that would correct the history by giving these women a
prominence in curriculum and associated courses on the topic of women in mathematics.

2 Recent Developments and Open Problems
The workshops three working groups provided an opportunity for exploring recent developments and open
problems. One working group addressed the need to introduce courses that focus on women in mathematics,
either through already existing history of mathematics courses or developing specific courses on women in
mathematics. Finally, reaching out to history and science departments and collaborating with those depart-
ments to highlight and include the women in mathematics in appropriate courses.

Another working group focused on mentorship and collaboration in research. To this end, a new collab-
orative research model in mathematics, mostly geared to younger women mathematicians who are taking a
leave of a year or two to raise children, to enable them to carry out ongoing research without interruption,
has emerged. This new model is now being considered for implementation. It also recognized that a formal
support from organizations that have access to funding beyond local levels, should be explored to further
access to women in mathematics and introduce associated programs and infrastructure.

The third working group focused on promoting women in mathematics through art based activities such
as role playing, music composing and creative writing including poetry and comics. Discussions on how to
incorporate such an approach to traditional mathematics courses such as calculus, statistics and algebra were
explored.
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3 Presentation Highlights
The program included broad topics in mathematics, covering algebra, number theory, calculus, topography,
statistics, math biology, physics, cryptology, graph theory and education. It highlighted, repeatedly, the
challenges and opportunities that these women had to achieve to gain productive and distinguished status, at
times many years later as the social fabric of the past did not open the educational opportunities for women in
general. The sample of these scientists, each having their own story, clearly brings out strong and determined
individuals who refused to be stopped by the blockages to their education and employment. Some used men’s
names to break through with their research. Some opposed their family stigmas of “girls not needing to be
educated”. Some experienced rejection for employment based on their gender, and were not granted degrees
that they earned, for many years after completion of the program.

4 Scientific Progress Made
This workshop acknowledges the need to recognize the contributions of women in mathematics and other
science-related disciplines. Some ways to do this are: developing mentorships and collaboration networks
and/or designing a history of women in mathematics courses. The networking opportunities with new pro-
fessional links created has been invaluable to participants for furthering research and developments.

5 Outcome of the Meeting
The workshop highlighted a need to examine, not just the past circumstances of the challenges that women
have had pursuing mathematics, but also, recognizing that even today, women are underrepresented in higher
education institutions as researchers and professors of mathematics. To this end, the workshop delivered a
powerful message of engagement into carrying on with what has been started at the workshop by considering
organizing a similar workshop in two years and assessing the impact of the workshop with identification of
projects and research initiatives that will take place over this period.
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