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INTRODUCTION

In November 2004 the PAWS  Drama Fund organised a one day Seminar entitled “Women in Science and Engineering and TV Drama – Sex, Lives and Videotape”. The event was held at the IEE, London and was supported by six of the leading SET organisations in the UK*, including the newly created UK Resource Centre for Women in SET. 

The Seminar was held in order to help develop new strategies to attract more young women into science, engineering and technology (SET), and to explore the opportunities for television drama signalled by successful, award-winning series and single plays featuring women scientists and engineers. A central aim was to examine the interface between TV drama and the world of SET. 

The Seminar came in response to widespread concern about the shortfall in the number of scientists and engineers and, in particular, the low percentage of women in the UK who are taking up careers in science and engineering. Although there has been some increase in the number of young women applying for relevant undergraduate courses, improvement is patchy and there is a widespread feeling that, despite numerous WISE campaigns, little has changed over the past twenty years. A major change in attitude and culture would seem to be needed.

TV drama is recognised as one of the most powerful ways of changing perceptions and offers a unique opportunity to present role models to inspire all ages, particularly the young. The number of applications for forensic science courses has increased substantially following year on year broadcasts of series such as BBC1’s Silent Witness.  However, the processes of creating new TV drama that appeals to commissioners and writers or producers alike are complex, with models for forensic science series with its links to crime not automatically transferable to other sciences and engineering.

It is clear, however, that with more of the world being affected by advances in science and technology, there is a huge opportunity for new drama to reflect this rapidly changing environment. The freedom of the screenwriter also allows women scientists and engineers to be portrayed and cast as easily as their male counterparts. 
AIMS

The Seminar had five specific aims:

To raise issues related to attracting women into science and engineering through the presentation of role models in TV drama

To bring together scientists, engineers, TV drama producers and writers to explore opportunities and challenges 

To draw on the experiences of other European countries

To inspire new TV drama depicting women scientists and engineers in interesting roles 

To answer specific questions such as:

      How do roles and characters evolve in TV drama?

      Does TV drama lead or follow?

      Who are the women in science and engineering to inspire writers? 

      What is the impact of TV on career choices?

      What are the cultural differences across Europe in these areas?

      What can we learn from existing TV drama output?

 SUMMARY OF PROCEEDINGS

The Seminar featured Keynote Addresses by Dr Phyllis Starkey MP, Chair of the Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology, Dr Aileen Allsop, Vice-President External Science Policy and Strategy, AstraZeneca and Annette Williams, Director of the UK Resource Centre for Women in Science, Engineering and Technology.   

Round- table discussions, which brought together speakers and audience contributions from across the participating professions, focused on the themes of :

Role Models, Lifestyle Models and Success Stories 

Key Influencers 

Designing the Future
The event included an international dimension. Speakers from the continent shared their views on how Italy is so successful in attracting women into Physics and why France has been successful in portraying modern women engineers and scientists in TV drama. 

The Seminar also featured screenings of ten minute excerpts from nine European (including the UK) TV dramas featuring women scientists or engineers. 

The Seminar was attended by over 160 scientists, engineers, IT professionals, science communicators, social scientists, TV drama producers/broadcasters/scriptwriters, professional science and engineering organisations, government and WISE units . 
A full report of the Seminar proceedings is available from the PAWS Office  via : pawsomni@globalnet.co.uk.

PRELIMINARY RECOMMENDATIONS

Analysis of both presentations and debate at the Seminar has resulted in the identification of 12 preliminary recommendations. These divide broadly into short-term measures, several of which may be implemented or progressed by participating organisations, and long term measures. All proposals relate to either Women in SET, TV drama or both combined. 

a) Short-term Practical Recommendations

RECOMMENDATION 1:   Encourage the commissioning of new long-running popular drama series such as Silent Witness but involving other groups of scientists, engineers and IT professionals. 

RECOMMENDATION 2:   Identify and promote more (British) success stories in science and engineering  to TV drama departments.

RECOMMENDATION 3:   Explore the cultural background to how science and technology is perceived, by UK television in particular and society in general.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Develop better ways of supporting writers and producers in researching and developing suitable stories, whether financial (ie script development grants) or intellectual (ie advice and support  from the scientific community).

RECOMMENDATION 5:    Stage events in which TV Commissioners can participate with scientists and engineers in order to highlight the opportunities offered by science and engineering for good drama. 

b) Longer term Goals and Strategies

RECOMMENDATION 6:      Spotlight  interesting examples of the very wide range of activities undertaken by SET professionals.

RECOMMENDATION 7:    Create a new level of dialogue between Writers and TV Producers (particularly in drama) and SET professionals  in order to provide modern role models of scientists and engineers. Also explore ways of highlighting individual charismatic scientists and engineers and of promoting relevant expert databases. 

RECOMMENDATION 8:   Encourage writers and broadcasters to routinely cast scientists and engineers as members of the community, for example as characters in soaps. 

RECOMMENDATION 9:   Explore ways of encouraging a greater representation of scientifically trained people in TV Drama and TV management.

RECOMMENDATION 10:  Feed the views expressed at the Seminar into the current debate about later specialisation within education.

RECOMMENDATION 11:  Identify ways in which to make intellectual challenges  a greater part of popular culture.

RECOMMENDATION 12:   Explore whether changes to the current structures of UK television might encourage a greater number of, and a more adventurous approach to, science based TV drama programmes.

SUPPORTING ORGANISATIONS

‘Women in Science and Engineering and TV Drama : Sex Lives and Videotape’ was supported by the following organisations:

The UK Resource Centre for Women in Science, Engineering and Technology (UKRC)

The Institution of Electrical Engineers (IEE)

The Engineering and Physical Science Research Council  (EPSRC) 

The Particle Physics and Astronomy Research Council  (PPARC) 

The British Computer Society (BCS) 

The Engineering and Technology Board (ETB) 
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