[image: image1.jpg]K, who thought the Screen
Goddess IT calendar for 2006-
2007 was all about IT geck
girls trying to look sexy? Sadly,
many people think that way,

reinforcing the common perception that IT

is all about sexist, blokey geeks.

Tt was this perception that the women

behind the calendar were trying to dispel -

at least to the extent that young women were

willing to consider a career in the sector.
The reception the calendar has received

is an ominous sign of the IT sector’s lack

of appeal to women. The accompanying

editorial should have been enough to

clarify the point of the exercise. Tuke Sonja

Bernhardt's interview for The Australian

in which she s: “Statistics show us that

one of the biggest barriers to entry is the
perception of the industry. We want to
completely smash this by doing this in a
parody way.”

Tt seems clear enough: dress up as sexy

movie icons and dare people to talk about
women in I'T and to form an opinion about
how few women are actually in the sector.
The story desperately needs to be told:
the participation rate of women in IT has
fallen from 25 per cent to 16 per cent
in the past five years; this is an absolute
unmitigated disgrace and a failure of
government, industry and education policy
The concept of the sexy calendar is
not new to underpaid or underrepresented
women. Some years ago, the women’s soccer
team, the Matildas, made headlines by taking
off their clothes for a calendar. This said that
these women had to sell something other
than sporting talent to be able to afford to
participate in their sport. Ouch!

Bare unfairness

It may be a simple matter for women to take off
their clothes, but it is quite another to shake
preconceptions about what they can and cannot do
in the IT workplace, Senator Kate Lundy writes.

The I'T women ha

ve also felt compelled
to take a personal and professional risk to
make a similarly strong point. Their causc?
The right of girls and women to pursue a
career in IT.

T have learnt that we need to make sure
that the women who follow us have a better
chance to succeed. Things slide backwards
casily. There are plenty of women who
understand this and give time and energy to
WIT (Women in Technology), FIT (Females
in Technology) and AWISE (Australian
Women in IT and Science Enti

That said, it is worth assessing the
success of this radical approach. Has it
raised awareness about the need to make the
IT sector more attrs st,
the blog musings of blokes who offered their

personal ratings of the calendar women give

ive to women? Fi

frightening form to another movie character:
Shallotw Hal. The joke’s on them, but T think
the point’s been missed.

These fellows ought to think about how
they’d feel if their maths genius daughter
squandered her talent because of an
image problem with the computer science
department at uni.

Secondly, there is a risk that some young
women who are succeeding in IT and
who've won the respect of their peers have
been confounded by the whole exercise

Having chosen images of women in
traditional glamourous roles to get media
attention, the calendar’s producers walk a
tightrope: they also need to get the message
e

about women in non-traditional roles
and working in the I'T sector.

Using Hollywood stercotypes to
sell a message about non-traditional,

clever women in I lies at the heart of
the confusion. It might have been fun to
make but perhaps a little more judicious
theme selection could have produced a
more succ

ful result. There are plenty
of powerful, iconic women in history

who could have provided an underlying
consistency to the message —and yes, they

can be strong and se:

too!

But again, Bernhardt’s comments
reinforce the message that the calendar

was designed to cause a media stir. “We've

been there,” she ‘We've done that with

traditional programs and we now know
that it is time to do something dramatically
different to appeal to a broader audience
and to generate a healthy debate.”

So des
avalid exercise, provided the real point —

ite the controversy, I think it was

encouraging more women into IT — is made
stridently, clearly and continually.

The women who continue the political
fight for equal opportunity in education and
employment deserve our respect. So many
women take comfort from the fact that they
haven’t had to fight. I would remind them
that sometime

s just being there isn’t enough
to keep things from going backwards.

We must take steps to improve female
representation in ICT: government,
business, education, community. It doesn’t
matter what you look like, it’s how your
brain works. With so few women in I'T, the

contribution by that sector to our society,

culture and economy is ridiculously and
unnecessarily limited. We can do better. B
Senator Kate Lundy is opposition spokesoman

on sport and recreation and a former opposition
spokesswoman on IT:

‘The participation rate of women in information
technology has fallen sharply in the past five years;
this is an unmitigated disgrace and a failure of
government, industry and education policy’





