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Personal Statement for Yvonne Ng

What led me to engage in this project with Gabrielle Civil?  A lot of the reasons come from the essence of my personality and lifelong relationship with technology.  In brief, I am a mechanical engineer by training, but unlike my colleagues who lived and died for planes, trains, and automobiles, I chose it out of an interest in robotics (because I am an amputee) and a naïve look through the course book.  Mechanical engineering had most of the topics I felt that I needed for making better prostheses.  To this day, I have yet to do anything formally with any of these initial goals, but the personalization of my interests enforced my personal relationship with what technology has to offer.

Moreover, I am one of those rare girls who has two scientists for parents.  There wasn't a thing I could do without the scientific explanations being introduced.  Making a simple stir fry was a marvelous opportunity for my mother to remind me that temperature remains constant during a phase change.  My father couldn't watch the classic Bert and Ernie skit where Bert's nose gets moved around without talking about the conservation of mass.  I grew up viewing science and technology as a part of understanding the world around me.

It was in college that the under-representation of women in science, and more particularly engineering became apparent.  In my graduating class of 50 mechanical engineers, only 5 of them were women.  It was an emotionally confusing time for me.  Too often, I felt like an outcast engineer because sometimes I wasn't like "one of the guys" and yet I was also an oddball woman by being an engineer.  Experience has given me the confidence to accept and actually revel in who I am, an in-between.

I remember being on a "women activists" panel discussion in college.  The moderator asked us for a brief bio and description of what made us activists.  When she got to me, I started off by saying "Well, I'm a mechanical engineer and I don't know if I would call myself an activist."  At least two of the other panelists immediately said, "Well, being a woman engineer, that's good enough; you're an activist every day." And the discussion moved to the next participant.  

This incident left me feeling marginalized.  After much analysis, I realize there were two main reasons for this feeling:  1) There was an inherent assumption that being a trailblazer in my field automatically made me an activist.  But activism, in my view, is a conscious desire to be proactive against wrong-doing.  I did not enter engineering to prove anything about women or win anything for feminists; I simply liked doing what engineers did.  By making assumptions about my motivations, I felt that my real reasons were devalued.  2) The quick explanation of my "activist" status served to terminate any further discussion. It was as if delving into the nature of engineering was not an interesting topic of conversation. I was used to being cut off in an engineering setting, but the termination by this group of women who asked me to come and talk from my heart about my experiences was jarring.

I realized that there was more preventing women from going into engineering than simply the engineering culture. As painfully demonstrated by these women panelists, society has limited its relationship to technology and therefore, the people who choose it as a career.  Too many times the media, literature, and other means of expression represent scientists and engineers as sterile, rigid, or insane (the "mad scientist" will haunt us for a long time).  How can this be changed?  A good start is through education.  Education leads to understanding, which eventually leads to familiarity and finally comfort.

Since technology is largely crafted by humans, as opposed to the forces of nature, understanding technology, in some ways, is really easier than understanding science.  Critical thinking methods used in evaluating and crafting arts and literature can therefore be used in evaluating and crafting technology.  I believe this philosophy is aligned with the Re/composition premise.

In an effort make engineering more accessible, I co-edited a book called She's an Engineer?  Princeton Alumnae Reflect, a collection of personal accounts written by women engineers. I also worked with the Princeton University Steering Committee for the Status of Women, being one of the few technical representatives on the committee.  Through my work in industry and most recently my teaching at St. Kate's, I have continually tried to merge the seemingly diverse halves of my essential personality towards some larger harmony.

This liberal view of technology is a delicate balance. Traditional engineers have scoffed at these ideas. Those who know me kindly attribute these notions of integration simply as an aspect of my quirky nature.  My abilities to convince them to consider this perspective more seriously depend on my remaining a good engineer, imbued with the critical thinking and problem-solving techniques required of the discipline. That's not a problem since I went into engineering because I love it and the essence of what it strives to do.  When I set out to teach technology, I try to share my own experiences and relationship with technology.

I believe that this liberal perspective makes me a better and more creative engineer.  As a result, I believe that the interdisciplinary approach to teaching technology has much merit, and I look forward to contributing towards its useful incorporation in academia.  Re/composition is a wonderful first step.

