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Computer science has for some reason always attracted more men than women, a fact to which I’ve 
given little thought for most of my life. More men were interested in computers the way that more women 
were interested in teaching, and it never made a difference to me. I was no exception to the rule; as part of 
the first generation to grow up with personal computers, I have always felt technologically savvy, but 
learning to program never crossed my mind. A few years ago, however, only a short way into my career, I 
was forced to make the transition from bench scientist to computer scientist, and I soon realized that 
women were missing out on an amazing opportunity. Now, I hope that my own experience can motivate 
other women to enter the field and take advantage of this incredibly valuable and marketable skill that is 
applicable to a diverse array of disciplines.  

Learning about computer science for the first time in grade school, I had little interest. It just 
seemed so boring - who would want to spend their days staring at a bunch of ones and zeroes? (Of course 
programmers don’t just stare at binary code all day, but what did I know?) As a student, I didn’t have any 
desire to write software programs, and I didn’t think there was anything more to computer science than 
that. I was far more interested in the physical sciences, and my career led me to study biology, which is 
particularly satisfying because my days are filled with constant activity - performing experiments, working 
with my hands, and literally seeing the fruits of my efforts when the day is done. For a long time I felt that 
working at the bench was the only way to be a true scientist. 

Since the turn of the century, however, two things happened that would eventually change my 
outlook on the nature of scientific work. The first was that researchers had begun to study the complex 
microbial populations that inhabit the human body (the microbiota), and realized what a pivotal role these 
microbes play in human health and disease. The second was the massive leap in DNA sequencing 
technology, particularly the advent of high-throughput sequencers that can generate millions of strands of 
DNA in a single run. Since the vast majority of microbes that inhabit the body can't be cultured, methods to 
study them rely mostly on sequencing their genomes. Consequently, demand for high-throughput 
sequencing skyrocketed, as did demand for computational tools to analyze the massive amounts of data – 
and the field of bioinformatics took a new turn.   

Then, several years ago, I joined a brand new lab designed to do just this - study the dynamics of 
bacterial populations in the human gut. Now, the challenge was to process all that digital data and 
visualize it in a meaningful way using purely computational tools – which I had never done before. Here 
was (finally!) an application of computer science that interested me, and I surprised myself by how much I 
wanted to learn. I began working with a physician who happened to be a former programmer, but had 
never used his programming skills on biological data. With him on the programming side and me on the 
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biology side, we built our own bioinformatics toolkit, and even though there was a very steep learning 
curve, I began to enjoy the programming almost more than working at the bench.  

The flexibility of programming languages really astounded me – though they are very rigid and 
structured, within this tight structure you have immense freedom. You can write a script to do precisely 
what you want – from creating custom graphs and charts to performing tests of statistical significance. You 
can even apply programming skills to more menial tasks, such as pulling information out of a database, or 
searching for key phrases in a library of literature. Essentially you can let the computer do the work for you 
- after all, that's exactly what they were designed to do!  

I find the biological applications to be the most interesting, but computer science can be applied to 
almost any field, and the best part is, you don’t need to major in computer science or dedicate your career 
to it in order to reap the benefits. Programming languages have become so versatile and easy to learn over 
the past ten years that it is entirely possible to learn a language on the side, as I did, and add computer 
science to your skill set without having to set foot in a classroom. 

I’ve personally found R and Python to be the easiest to learn and the most useful in my work, but 
taking the time to learn any computer language is a worthwhile investment to make - even if a language 
becomes obsolete, the skill itself will not. As the applications of computer science continue to increase, I 
hope more women will seize the opportunity to use this incredibly powerful tool, and gain expertise in a 
skill that will always be in high demand.  

 

 


