REMARKS BY CHANCELLOR RICHARD HERMAN

NATIONAL CENTER FOR WOMEN & INFORMATION 
TECHNOLOGY CONFERENCE
BECKMAN AUDITORIUM

405 NORTH MATHEWS AVENUE, URBANA, IL

9:00 A.M., WEDNESDAY, MAY 14, 2008
Good morning! Welcome to the National Center for Women and Information Technology Conference. I’m delighted to see so many people here this morning.

I didn’t need to use the GPS in my car to get across campus to Beckman Institute. But if I had, I would have been guided by a female voice. Most navigation systems have a female voice that smoothly tells you how to get to where you want to go.

Sadly, the engineering behind the systems are primarily the work of men.

Why do I say sadly? Because women are missing out in the fields of computer science and information technology.

Women control 66 percent of home computer purchases. They buy more consumer electronics than do men. Yet they hold only 27 percent of computer-related jobs.

In the past quarter century, the percent of computer science bachelor’s degrees awarded to women dropped from 36 percent to 21 percent.

That’s a serious decline. And the University of Illinois wants to join in the efforts with those in industry and in academia to turn that around. We want to attract more women to this field. 

Computer and mathematical science jobs are expected to grow faster than any other professional occupation in the next 10 years. We want and need women to be a significant part of that growth. 
[PAUSE]

But a stereotype abounds in this field. The media portrays computer scientists and information technologists as male geeks and nerds. I don’t want to offend male computer scientists and IT [EYE-TEE] personnel here, but females are NOT drawn to geeky, nerdy guys.

[PAUSE]

Of course, none of OUR IT [EYE-TEE] and computer science males are geeky or nerdy. Just look at Sam Kamin: He looks more like an actor than a geek.

[GESTURE TO SAM, INITIATE LAUGHTER]

So we are doing our best to dispel that stereotype here on campus. And our Department of Computer Science is a fitting place to host a conference that makes people think and act differently.

After all, the department has been at the forefront of modern computing for more than 50 years, beginning with the creation of ILLIAC, a series of five supercomputers built between 1951 and 1974. Work on ILLIAC VI is going on now. It will have a fixed point workhorse capable of over 1.2 quadrillion operations per second. In lay terms, for you non-geeks out there, that’s really, really fast and powerful.

[INITIATE LAUGHTER]

The Department of Computer Science and its graduates are also responsible for the creation of Mosaic, the first graphic web browser. Our faculty cofounded the field of computer arithmetic, and are on the threshold of new breakthroughs that will transform computing as profoundly as did their earlier creations.

We are very pleased to have with us today three eminent keynote speakers: Drs. Mae Jemison, Lydia Kavraki, and Richard Murray. These distinguished researchers will share with us on topics of importance to women and information technology.

We are also honored to have Ms. Karen Post, an internationally-renowned branding expert, to facilitate a critical discussion regarding the “geek” image associated with computing.  
So, get set to take part in and enjoy a tremendous conference. I thank you for attending, and I thank you for your concern about increasing the number of women in computing. 
I have nothing against having a female voice for my GPS. I just want to see more females in ALL areas of informational technology.

Thank you.

And now I would like to introduce Lucy Sanders, CEO of the National Center for Women and Information Technology, the nonprofit organization on whose behalf the Department of Computer Science is hosting this conference. Lucy?
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