
 

 

 

This month’s theme is women in science. I came across Unlocking the Clubhouse listening to 
Fresh Air and Rise of the Rocket Girls listening to Science Friday, both on NPR. I highly 
recommend fathers of young girls read both books as they give insight into overcoming the “but 
you’re a girl” mentality of many people.  

Unlocking the Clubhouse: Women in Computing by Jane Margolis and Allan Fisher, 2002, MIT 
Press, Cambridge, 182 pages, ISBN: 978-0262632690. 

This is a report on how computer science has become male dominated over the last 30 years. The 
authors’ analysis suggests this started in the 1980s with the first widespread distribution of home 
computers like the TRS-80, Commodore 64 and Apple II. They further suggest that these 
computers wound up in the hands of boys, mostly, since the machines provided a release for less 
social boys that more social girls did not need. The authors followed several cohorts through the 
computer science program at Carnegie Mellon University and found that the women tended to 
lose confidence more quickly than their male counterparts. The loss of confidence and failure to 
become part of the male culture caused a large dropout rate. Finally, the authors looked at how 
CMU reversed these trends by first teaching practical applications of computer science, 
providing a more gender neutral environment and improving teaching. The result is much higher 
retention and matriculation rates for women in the computer science program at CMU.  

My takeaway lesson from this book is that fathers need to work with their daughters in the same 
way they work with boys in terms of teaching the basics: how use computers, program them and 
take them apart and put them back together. 

Rise of the Rocket Girls: The Women Who Propelled Us, From Missiles to the Moon to Mars 
Nathalia Holt, 2016, Little, Brown and Co., New York, 352 pages, ISBN: 978-0316338929. 

This book is a history of the women at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. I have often asked myself 
why it’s called the JPL: the only thing the lab had to do with jet propulsion was the design of 
rocket motors to launch heavy bombers off aircraft carriers during WWII. The reason the word 
“jet” is used and not “rocket” has to do with the wider defense community’s belief that rockets 
were a bad idea at the time of JPL’s birth in the late 1930s. Everything JPL has done since has 
involved getting objects into space and monitoring them once there. 

Before electronic computers became commonplace, “human computers” were the machines that 
generated the algorithms and performed the calculations needed to predict the motions of the 
planets, construct buildings, etc.  Macie Roberts, the manager of Computers at JPL, created a 
team made up entirely of talented young women. They were engineers and scientists, some with 
degrees and some without. These pioneering women calculated the yields of rocket propellants 
and trajectories for the original Corporal and Sargent rockets for the Army to the first American 
satellite, Explorer, for Mercury, Gemini, Apollo manned programs, and the host of subsequent 
satellites from Mariner and Viking to Voyager and beyond. First they used slide rules and tables,  
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then Fridon calculators. When electronic computers came into the picture they became the first 
coders, first in assembly and then FORTRAN.  

The author shows how the principles that allowed women to succeed as scientists that were 
outlined in Unlocking the Clubhouse could work, long before the studies were done at Carnegie 
Mellon University.  
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