A national study on the gendered experience of Australian undergraduate science students
Introduction. Rectifying the gender imbalance in the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) workforce requires recruiting and retaining more women in undergraduate STEM degrees. While some science disciplines, such as biology, have been more successful at this than others, gender issues still exist at the university level for these students.
Aims. This national study investigated gender differences in factors that are known to impact student persistence in undergraduate science degrees. Specifically, it investigated how levels of belonging, science identity and experiences of discrimination differed for these students. In addition, an important comparison was made between the student experience in the “gender-balanced” (i.e. biology, chemistry) and “gender-unbalanced” (i.e. physics, mathematics) science fields.
Methods. This cross-institutional study used a mixed-methods approach. Quantitative data was collected using an online questionnaire from students at eight different Australian universities across six different states (n=1019). Qualitative data was collected through subsequent video interviews with a sub-sample of students (n=10). 
Results. Findings showed that female undergraduate students experience discrimination, regardless of if they are in a “gender-balanced” or “gender-unbalanced” science field. Typically, these experiences relate to negative experiences with group work. Male students often reported initiatives to recruit more women in science as discriminatory against men and are developing hostile feelings towards diversity initiatives in STEM. Findings also showed that male students in the “gender-balanced” fields present similar risk factors for attrition as female students in STEM.
Discussion. These findings highlight the potential risk factors for attrition within Australian science undergraduate cohorts, and the potential issues tertiary science educators need to be aware of occurring in their classrooms. It also presents a novel insight of male university students’ opinions towards women in science, which is a critical factor in solving the gender imbalance in STEM.
