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I was told a lot at high school that I must be cheating somehow or get-
ting secret tutoring to be doing well at maths. I took it as a motivation
to do well and keep beating all the boys but I can see how it would turn
other girls off.

You would be forgiven for thinking that the above quote was from the last century,
but sadly it is from someone who was at school only a few years ago. Stereotypes
about girls being bad at maths persist, despite the many efforts being made to
change them.

This is why I am excited to be working as the coordinator of the Women in Maths
Network on AMSI’s CHOOSEMATHS project: because I get to work on a na-
tional program that is directly trying to address this problem.

The quote above is from one of our new CHOOSEMATHS mentors; one of 70
women and men who have signed up to encourage and support female students in
Years 9 and 10 to continue with higher levels of mathematics in Years 11 and 12,
and to consider careers in STEM when they leave school. It is still shocking to me
that girls are almost half as likely as boys to take advanced mathematics courses
in Year 12 — a statistic that is not only bad for the young women of Australia who
are excluding themselves from future jobs, but also bad for the future of Australia.

Straightforward prejudice is not the only obstacle to young women choosing maths.
Often they simply cannot see the point.

Leah Price, a PhD student at QUT, explains that this is her reason for becoming
a CHOOSEMATHS Mentor:

In my all-girls school there were many students who were good at maths,
but only about 2% of my grade took Maths C (Advanced Maths). No-
body knew what careers maths could lead to. Even now, doing my PhD
in maths, people still ask me whether I’m going to be a maths teacher.

Alongside the mentoring program, I am responsible for organising Girls Enjoy
Maths (or GEM) days around Australia. These bring together Year 9 and 10 girls
to challenge the perception of maths being boring, routine, and useless. GEM days
feature talks by inspiring women who are excited about the maths they are using
in their jobs or research, and they promote creative and collaborative activities
where the girls can develop new perspectives on maths.

So far, GEM days have taken place at the universities of Adelaide, Newcastle, and
QUT, and at Caritas College in Port Augusta. Planning is underway for 2018,
at both universities and CHOOSEMATHS schools. GEM day speakers are often
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also CHOOSEMATHS mentors, such as Naomi Benger from the Bureau of Me-
teorology who spoke at the University of Adelaide about how her mathematical
models of the weather help to keep pilots safe.

It is heartening to hear so many students at the GEM days saying afterwards that
they will definitely take the advanced maths classes in Year 11, and that they no
longer feel alone in enjoying mathematics. I’m looking forward to seeing the future
impact of CHOOSEMATHS mentoring and to showing the next generation of
girls that the stereotypes about girls being bad at maths are most definitely wrong.

Find out more about CHOOSEMATHS at http://choosemaths.org.au/, and email
Julia.Collins@amsi.org.au if you would like to become a CHOOSEMATHS men-
tor.
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