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Abstract 
It is widely recognized that mentors and tutors are empowering roles in education systems. Students 
can benefit to be raised in an inclusive environment in which senior peers or professors play a positive 
and significant role model. In particular, looking at the field of design studies, a tradition of collaborative 
and collective culture shared between students and teachers can be identified both in the Bauhaus and 
in the Hochschule für Gestaltung Ulm experiences. In more recent time, studies show how junior de-
signers benefit from the presence, and the confront of significant grown-up or more experienced figures 
able to listen to, to coach and to mentor them. Nevertheless, when we look at the issue from a gender 
perspective, we may notice a lack of examples and reference figures, even if female students are a 
significant percentage, when not the majority, in the design’s bachelors and masters degrees university 
courses. Moreover, in Italy – at the 82 place on 144 in the worldwide ranking for gender equality and 
women rights according to the “Global Gender Gap Index 2017” – the situation seems to be more difficult 
than in the other European or developed countries, also due to the representation of female roles in 
society and female bodies in mass media. On the one hand, the paper offers a deeper insight into the 
problem. The results of a census in the field of digital product design – including human-centered, inter-
action, user experience and interface design – are mapped and discussed to understand the presence 
of female professors and their role in BA/BS and MD courses. On the other hand, the paper proposes 
some possible initiatives to spread consciousness and participation and to improve some changes in 
academic design culture. 
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1 INTRODUCTION: THE BIRTH OF LEARNING COMMUNITIES 
At the origin of the form of Western thought and its subsequent evolutions is the model of the Athenaeum 
Academy, that is, the philosophical school founded by Plato in 387 BC. The founding characteristic and 
conception of the model of teaching and learning at the basis of Platonic thought is that of the sharing 
between teacher and disciples. Sharing that became not only a form of thought, but also a system of 
life. 

In 784 Charlemagne founded the first modern university system: a cenacle of scholars from all over the 
Empire that later took the name of Schola Palatina. Here, the people of letters and intellectuals gathered 
in the royal palace shared their knowledge in dialogue with each other and with the heiresses of the 
high nobility families, who were later destined to hold high religious and political positions. This led to 
the mobility of many students who abandoned their cities of origin for to go to cities where there were 
centers of research and culture, this custom was called an academic pilgrimage. With the rise of stu-
dents in the cities, from the 11th and 12th century, the Nationes were founded, associations that brought 
together students according to the their geographical origin (Italian or European). 

Subsequently, the Nationes were replaced by the Universitates, which indicated not only all the students 
(universitas scholarium) but the entire academic community, teachers and students, the Universitas 
magistrorum et scholarium. The universitates scholarium were made up of corporations of students who 
decided to to meet spontaneously, in environments called studium, to deepen their have knowledge and 
skills mainly in the fields of law, medicine and Theology. Each of them defended its rights by electing its 
own magistrates, the rectores. It was the students themselves who paid their teachers (magistrates), 
through a system of collection of donations (collectio), choosing them among those that appeared most 
capable in the prepare them for their future professions and require them to comply with all applicable 
legislation. A series of didactic duties such as regularity and assiduity in teaching. The students were 
willing to follow their masters, so much so that in Italian cities they found themselves many foreign 
students from Europe. Therefore, since its origins, the pedagogic system at the base of universities and 
higher education has seen a community of learners and professors cohesive, participatory and conti-
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guous aimed at a constant and personal exchange both intellectual and human. In 1088, with the foun-
dation and official recognition of the University of Bologna, the oldest university in Italy and Europe, the 
model was formally defined and institutionalized [1] [2]. 

Next to the headquarters, precisely because of this movement of people, hospitality centers or colleges 
began to form. Originally it was only a matter of accommodation facilities to house the i as in the case 
of the one at the University of Paris built in the diocese in 1150, but the followers themselves became 
centers of culture and training and cultural activities, as in the case for example of the Borromeo College 
of Pavia founded by Saint Charles in 1559. 

Towards the middle of the 13th century, the term Universitas acquired legal value in the official docu-
ments relating to the establishment and organization of studies and the didactic establishes the scho-
lastic method based manly on lectio, the lesson, which consisted in reading commentaries on works by 
important authors, which were then accompanied by the quaestio and the disputatio. Leo Moulin states 
of the disputatio: “The courses began with a public lecture (principium) which was interspersed with 
disputes (disputatio temptatoria) focused on different themes of the Sentences, followed by a "general 
dispute on any subject" (de quodlibet) and proposed by "anyone", in which the inspiration had free rein. 
Since knowledge was acquired, the subtlety of the analysis, its depth, its intelligence and also the more 
or less brilliant way of defending the thesis proposed for reflection remained. No one could be admitted 
to a preparatory examination for the license if he had not attended teacher disputes for a year "or most 
of the year" and participated "actively" (respondebit) in two disputes, in the presence of some teacher 
(Paris statute, 1366)”. [3]. Besides, the magister, after having chosen a theme (quaestio), gave the task 
to his assistant – the baccalaureate – to present it to the students and to discuss their arguments. The 
the following day, the teacher dealt with the determination: he summarized the themes and the discus-
sions and made his point. In the universities, the relationship between teachers and learners was blur-
red: the disputatio implies an active participation, and the masters were often simultaneously students 
in the higher faculty of Theology. [4]. Depending on the field of study, the relevant training methodologies 
were also developed. For example, for philosophy and theology two fundamental types prevailed of 
setting: the so-called ex-cathedra lessons, i.e. the lessons that the teacher carried out explaining the 
subject to his audience; and disputes, or discussions between teachers and students, dedicated to chal-
lenging topics that could also involve participants for more than a day. As we can see already in this 
phase of development of didactic models, there is an intermediate figure who assists both the professor 
in the transmission of knowledge and the students by playing a role of mediation and empowerment. n 
this pedagogical dynamic we can already see the presence of two roles, rather than necessarily distinct 
figures, namely a mentoring function and a coaching function. The second role interpreted by the Bac-
calaureate helps students in a specific field, discussion training, providing guidance and support [5]. 

Indeed, the models of universities that came to be outlined mainly follow the Parisian model. In the 
Bolognese model prevails the component student, who first settled in the Nationes and quickly took 
shape in those which are then called Universitates. The Parisian one instead involves the association 
of the magistrates, who also gather in colleges. In the period following the Reformation, however, the 
students began to lose much of their power and the control and authority of the teaching staff increased. 
This type of university, unified and centralized in a hierarchical structure, becomes a successful univer-
sity model in many European countries during the Enlightenment, influencing American university col-
leges of the eighteenth century and the so-called red-bricksuniversity of the next century in England [6]. 

1.1 From stoai to campuses 
Although developing according to different models, the dimension of human and community relation-
ships within the educational system remains fundamental. 

On the one hand, the predominantly European continental world, with its universities integrated into the 
urban fabric and social life, and on the other hand, the world of English matriculation, which instead 
concentrates the function and separates it from the rest of the city. In the first one the form of the col-
lection as a service and as a form of relationship prevails, on the other one that of the campus where 
the life not only of the student takes place. 

The model will be brought to the United States by the English colonization from the XVII century finding 
its maximum expression in realities such as Harvard (the oldest Us University founded in 1636), MIT, 
Yale on the East Cost and Stanford or Berkley on the West Coast. The American universities, even at 
the urban level, are of the town, often outside the town centre, as in the case of Stanford in Paolo Alto 
with their own housing, university and recreational facilities, within which the student spends his time in 
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the relationship with peers and teachers. Sports activities, common life in dorms and canteens, Sorori-
ties and Fraternities and other extracurricular activities are aimed at developing and emphasizing the 
sense of community and familiarity. 

1.2 From workshops to design schools 
If the model of universities, both Italian and English, are based on the presence of learning communities 
[7] and on social dynamics [8], teaching the arts, mainly painting and sculpture, follow other paths until 
the advent of the Renaissance. Since ancient times and throughout the Middle Ages, these practical 
arts were taught in workshops, i.e. in places of professional practice. Here the apprentice learned 
through example, participation, and daily activity in a process of learning-by-doing, a job. [9], [10] As 
underlined by Silvia Ciappi “The structure of the art workshop, without any distinction between major 
and minor arts, was centered on the figure of the master who surrounded himself with very young ap-
prentices to whom he passed on the secrets of the trade.” [11]. 

It is ideally from the classical model that in the Renaissance the model of the workshop is partially 
surpassed by the opening of the Academy that was based in Florence on the initiative of Lorenzo il 
Magnifico and that will evolve especially in France with the creation of the Académie des Beaux-Arts in 
1648. The educational model of the academy breaks the system of direct learning between student and 
teacher or at least of one to a few and therefore the personal relationship between the two components. 
The academy, however, is a link between the mastery and poetics of the teacher and the model of 
imitation and of a “school”, understood as a system of styles and characteristics common to the students 
who attended the same teacher. 

In the field of art and design, in fact, where the practical and professionalized component is very strong 
in the process of education, this relationship seems not to be able to fail. It will be the Bauhaus that will 
try, if not to break, at least to change the theoretical assumptions of this system. [12] 

The school model proposed by the bauhaus, a synthesis of the artistic and technical aspects that give 
rise to the design, in the sense that we still share today, is also realized in the architectural design of 
the buildings of the headquarters in Dessau. Not only the articulated body of the school and the students' 
residence, the tower of the dorms, but also the small quarter, across the street, the teachers’ houses 
halfway between the campus and the artist’s residence. This is where the school's teachers took turns 
over time. The single house was the residence of the director Walter Gropius, the others housed, among 
others, the Hungarian painter and photographer László Moholy-Nagy, together with the German painter 
Lyonel Feininger, the German painter, sculptor and choreographer Oskar Schlemmer together with the 
German painter Georg Muche and the French-Russian painter Vasilij Vasil'evič Kandinskij together with 
the Swiss painter Paul Klee. During the last years of the Bauhaus in Dessau, the architects Hannes 
Meyer and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, the painters Josef Albers and Hinnerk Scheper and the architect 
Alfred Arndt were hosted. Just like the Hoch Schule für Gestaltung in Ulm, which takes up both the 
architectural morphology and the concept of school, the underlying pedagogical system is that of a 
community in which teachers are professors at the same time, but also a presence and a human and 
social point of reference for students. The physical contiguity emphasizes this community vocation, 
which is also inherent in the utopian and socialist ideals of the school itself. 

1.3 From peers to mentors 
This type of pedagogical model, which has lasted a long time and is based on a close relationship and 
role model of the teacher towards the student, has been put in crisis in the last century on the one hand 
by the student protest and on the other hand by the phenomenon of the mass university. A direct rela-
tionship between professor and student, for the first time in the history of university, could no longer be 
experienced because of this structural change, and alternatively, the other mediation frameworks had 
to be introduced or substituted with tools that would allow the support and orientation of the student 
even without the presence and the guidance of a teacher or a tutor [13] [14]. 

This first revolution was followed by another one: that of digital technologies. They were soon introduced 
into the world of education, both as support tools in the classroom in its various forms [15] [16] [17], but 
also as alternative ways to achieve a university degree. 

Stefano De Nicolai, professor at the Department of Business and Economic Sciences, University of 
Pavia, well identifies the mentoring role of the teacher in the age of digital technologies, eLerning plat-
forms and MOOCs: “Digital platforms can create new and effective models of fruition of educational 
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content, but the added value of the teacher in the processes of interaction and comparison, as a stimu-
lator of discussions and critical thinking, and as an 'educator' in the strict sense remains inimitable and 
scarcely replicable on the web. Even attempts to replicate these circumstances electronically have so 
far proved to be, to a large extent, rather unsuccessful. Personal knowledge, the continuous confronta-
tion between teacher and learner, the fact of being in the same room and living "the same atmosphere", 
the possibility of meeting in front of a coffee machine remain social dynamics that make the difference 
when training models are based on interactivity and applied learning, rather than on frontal teaching. 
According to this paradigm, the teacher is a bit less trainer - at least according to the meaning of tradition 
- and more and more coach, mentor, facilitator of learning processes.” [18] 

2 THERE’S AN ELEPHANT IN THE CLASSROOM 
If in the development of didactic models the role played by the community of teachers and learners is 
considered essential, the way that generated this model has long been populated only by men and 
therefore by a homogeneous and exclusive system. Women have only had access to training in recent 
times and, physiologically, they have found themselves confronted with a world in which models and 
figures of reference were not foreseen for them. 

If the first woman to graduate in the world is the Venetian Elena Lucrezia Cornaro Piscopia or Corner, 
who began attending European academies in 1669, but only obtained a degree in Philosophy (and not 
the most prestigious in Theology) from the University of Padua [19] in 1678, the case remained isolated 
for a long time: it was not until 1732 that Laura Bassi obtained her degree in physics in Bologna. The 
pedagogue Maria Montessori herself, had great difficulties in accessing medical studies at the University 
La Sapienza in Rome, and not only for the lack of a diploma of classical high school, but also for the 
general hostility of a cultural and academic world that saw women not suitable for a variety of profes-
sions. It will even take the intervention of the Minister of Education and the Pope's statement that "of all 
the professions, the most suitable for a woman is precisely that of a doctor" [20] to unblock the situation 
and in 1896 she was only the third woman to graduate in medicine in Italy. 

In recent times the presence and access of women in the academic world has changed a lot. In the 
essay Registered and healthed in Italiana Universities Dati retrospective: 1945-46/1995-96. Statistical 
survey published by Vincenzo D'Aprile in 1998 we can appreciate the growing trend of female partici-
pation that sees the percentage of female students in the 50 years of post-war period go from 25.1% to 
53.1%, a trend that is still growing [21]. 

The current ISTAT indicators [22] confirm the overall trend: in 2017, out of a total of 274.339 enrolled in 
Bachelor or Master degrees courses, 150.389 were women, more than 50% (Source http://dati.istat.it/In-
dex.aspx?DataSetCode=DCIS_LAUREATI#). But we see a very different picture when looking at the 
specific data of the clustered areas of study and degree courses.  

Table 1. Graduated Students (BD/MD) in 2016 according to ISTAT clustered by disciplinary areas 
(http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=DCIS_LAUREATI#) 

 

Area Science Area Architecture Area Literature Area Psychology 

Male 5.962 7.611 7.468 2.730 

Female 2.856 8.947 1.6196 12.238 

Especially in the field of scientific disciplines, STEM, and in an innovative professional context like Sili-
con Valley, the issue becomes particularly evident when, from the world of education, women enter the 
world of work. 

As underlined by the survey The elephant in the Valley of 2016 developed after the scandal involving 
Ellen Pao and the subsequent trial promoted by Trae Vassallo, Ellen Levy, Michele Madansky, Hillary 
Mickell, Bennett Porter, Monica Leas, Stanford University, Julie Oberweis of Stanford University [23] the 
situation requires collective reflection [24].  

The problem, however, has two aspects. On the one hand, the choice by girls in areas of study considered 
still male, on the other hand, the presence of female teachers in these areas and therefore the possibility 
of feeling represented or being able to find models to refer to. If, in fact, as we have seen before, the 
teacher-student relationship and/or the presence of intermediate and tutoring figures is a significant part 
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of the learning dynamics, any lack of references can have an impact on the training process itself. Moreo-
ver, when looking at the official data of the Ministry of education, university and research and referring only 
to the apical figures turns out that in Italy there are 10,159 male full professors compared to 3,189 women 
with a ratio then, of about 1 to 3. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
According to a research project started in 2104 Zero Design Background [25] [26] and as a part of the 
discussion emerged during a recent conference organized as part of the Book City Milano 2019 event 
some data have been analyzed to understand the situation inside the field of Communication, Digital and 
Design Courses. 

The previous research has taken into consideration the degree courses in the different areas of Design 
and Communication, Design and Design of Communication, Communication Sciences, Computer Cour-
ses that had curricula of User experience design and/or psychology and cognitive ergonomics applied 
to digital design, both first (BD) and second level (MD) according to the Italian Ministry classification 
(http://cercauniversita.cineca.it/). A more recent mapping allows you to see the number of courses for 
each degree class: 

Scientific area 
- L04-BD in Industrial Design: 21 
- LM12-MD in Industrial Design: 17 
- L31-BD in Computer Science: 35 
- LM18-MD in Computer Science: 31 
- LM43-MD Computer Methods for Humanities: 4 

Social area 
- L20- BD in Communication Science: 68 
- LM92-MD in Theory of Communication: 16  

Humanistic area 
- LM19-MD in Information and Editorial Systems: 24 
- LM55-MD in Cognitive Science: 3 

The courses have been then divided into macro areas according to the National Register of Students 
(ANS Anagrafe Nazionale Studenti: http://anagrafe.miur.it/) an administrative archive in which students 
enrolled in the Italian university system are registered, where the ministry registers and processes sta-
tics the data provided annually by the individual universities (http://ustat.miur.it/). 
The online system has been used to extract data on the number of registrations in the academic year 
2017-18, the latest available. In particular, the following were taken into consideration: the total number of 
enrolled students divided by Bachelor and Master Degrees course, the total number of enrolled girls and 
their percentage of the total number. 

Table 2. Comparison between the total number of students and girls enrolled in the academic year 2017-18 
by degree course, according to MIUR (http://anagrafe.miur.it/cerca.php) 

 Total woman Woman (%) 

L04-BD in Industrial Design 2,592 1,596 61.57 % 

LM12-MD in Industrial Design 2,874 1,809 62,94% 

L31-BD in Computer Science 6,995 853 12.19 % 

LM18-MD in Computer Science 3,469 573 16.51 % 

LM43-MD Computer Methods for Humanities 212 128 60.37 % 

L20- BD in Communication Science 9,332 5,966 63.93 % 

LM92-MD in Theory of Communication 1,689 1,186 70.21 % 

LM19-MD in Information and Editorial Systems 2,105 1,471 69.88 % 

LM55-MD in Cognitive Science 368 254 69.02 % 
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From a first analysis, the data seem to confirm a widespread trend. The courses considered humanistic, 
social, design or "creative", although differently classified by the ministry, have a significant female pre-
ponderance. In all cases, the percentage of girls registered exceeds 60% of the total. The maximum 
peak is reached in the Master Degree courses in communication sciences class where women reach 
70%. 

The trend is also confirmed for the courses of the design class that in the classification of the scientific 
disciplines of the ministry belongs to the scientific area as well as for the Master Degree in Computer 
Methods for Humanities that belongs to the area of Computer Science, but perhaps, precisely because 
of the declared humanistic vocation is perceived as humanistic, rather than technical. 

In the area of computer science, on the contrary, women find it difficult to reach 1/6 of the total student 
population. Comparing the data of the Bachelor's degree, moreover, there is a further worsening of the 
trend, given that female registrations fall from 16.15 to 12.19 %. This means that also in the following 
two years there will be a further decrease in the presence and participation of women, a trend unfortu-
nately already recorded by several Italian and international observers in the macro area STEM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics). 

The problem is photographed by the Normale of Pisa perhaps the most prestigious Italian scientific 
university where on the application for registration for the academic year 2017-18 only 30% are girls. 
And where out of 4 students 3 are male, a problem also reflected in the composition of the teaching staff 
- 7 women out of 40 - as well as the recent controversy over the appointment of a woman as full profes-
sor, the first in the strictly scientific area of the university. [28] 

Subsequently, the disciplinary sectors have been identified in which these macro degrees areas provide 
courses focused on the same subjects: ICAR/13 Industrial Design; ICAR/17 Drawing; INF/01 Computer 
Science and M-PSI/01 General psychology in which professors of cognitive and psychology ergonomics 
such as, Sebastiano Bagnara, one of the founders of the discipline in Italy, are listed. 

In particular, the relationships of number between the two sexes in the top roles, i.e. between ordinary 
professors and between all the structured roles present at the level of research and teaching, were 
analyzed. 

Table 3. Number of professors and all academic roles clustered by disciplinary areas, level, and gender ac-
cording to MIUR (http://cercauniversita.cineca.it/php5/docenti/cerca.php) 

 INF/01 
M 

INF/01 
F 

ICAR/13 
M 

ICAR/13 
F 

ICAR/17 
M 

ICAR/17 
F 

M-PSI/01 
M 

M-PSI/01 
F 

N. full professors 176 43 24 18 21 15 42 29 

All roles 695 224 102 103 134 85 129 151 

For the individual sectors, the percentage of women in the two areas was then calculated to understand 
if there are different trends between the widespread roles of research and teaching (researchers, asso-
ciate professors and full professors) compared to the top positions, or if women are still discounting the 
so-called crystal ceiling with respect to access to decision-making and top roles in the academic hierar-
chy. 

Table 4. Percentage of women clustered by disciplinary areas, on the total number according to MIUR 
(http://cercauniversita.cineca.it/php5/docenti/cerca.php) 

 INF/01 
Total 

INF/01 
woman 

(%) 

ICAR/13 
Total 

ICAR/13 
woman 

(%) 

ICAR/17 
Total 

ICAR/17 
woman 

(%) 

M-PSI/01 
Total 

M-PSI/01 
woman 

(%) 
Full Professors 219 19.63 % 42 42.85 % 36 41.66 % 71 40.84 % 

All roles 919 24.37 % 205 50.24% 219 38.81 % 280 53.92 % 

For the individual sectors, the percentage of women in the two areas was then calculated to understand 
if there are different trends between the widespread roles of research and teaching (researchers, asso-
ciate professors and full professors) compared to the top positions, or if women are still discounting the 
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so-called crystal ceiling with respect to access to decision-making and top roles in the academic hierar-
chy. According to the Italian National Agency for the Evaluation of the University System (Anvur) latest 
report, in fact, women are still facing the so-called "scissors of university careers”: in Italian universities, 
women predominate among students, and even more among graduates. The number of women among 
PhDs and assignees is almost equal to that of men and it is from researchers that the female component 
becomes a minority. The gap widens considerably in the case of associate professors and even more 
so in the case of full professors [29]. 

4 RESULTS 
From the comparison of the data concerning the students and that of the teaching staff we can see two 
opposing situations that photograph the development over time of the dynamics within the disciplinary 
fields. 

Comparing the data in table 2 referring to enrolled students in 2017-18 and table 4 referring to professor, 
some distributions between female and male subjects are confirmed, but others are discordant. 

On the one hand, we can see how the growing number of female students enrolled in the degree courses 
in the area of Design, Communication Sciences and Cognitive Psychology also seem to fuel a change 
that progressively propagates towards the top of the system. In the specific area of design disciplines 
(ICAR 13 and BD/MD in Design) it can be seen that compared to 61-63% of girls, women working within 
the university for research or as professors have reached parity with men (50.24%) and in apical roles 
are just below (42.85%). This would seem to describe a growth that progressively reaches the teaching 
staff. 

The same trend, even if with slightly different percentages, seems to be identifiable also in the socio-
psychological area of the degree courses in Communication Sciences and in the disciplines of General 
Psychology. In the technical-scientific area, on the contrary, the situation is dramatic. 

If in the top role of full professor there is almost 20% of presences, in all the roles the participation seems 
to widen to 24% and suggest a growing trend even if slower and later than that of the other areas. But 
when we look at the enrollment data, we notice instead a significant decrease and a progressive down-
fall up to a 12% of the girls enrolled in the bachelor degree courses. 

As Donatella Sciuto, full professor of Computer Architecture and Operating Systems and Deputy Vice 
Rector of the Polytechnic of Milan, comments: “For women, careers in academia as well as in industry 
are still characterized by commonplace and preconception. There is no doubt about that. However, I 
believe that things can and are slowly changing. As an engineer, I do see a question of merit, but also 
of numbers. Although women are on average better at school and university, men still represent the 
vast majority in the scientific field. At the Polytechnic of Milan, where I studied and teach, girls are about 
a third of the student body. A fifth in engineering. We are therefore working to strengthen their presence 
in our classrooms with targeted programs such as POP, Equal Opportunities Polytechnic, and with the 
many initiatives in favor of STEM with schools.” [30] 

5 GOOD NIGHT STORIES FOR REBEL COLLEGE GIRLS 
Paraphrasing the title of a recent successful book “Storie della buonanotte per bambine ribelli. 100 vite 
di donne straordinarie” (Good night sorties for rebel girls) [31] one way to overcome this situation, is to 
rewrite the model that has been proposed so far and to reread in a different way the history and reality. 
The book, unlike traditional fairy tales in which women dream of becoming princesses and being saved 
by Prince Charming who will make them happy and content forever, offers the profiles of extraordinary 
women, each in its specific field. Whether they are scientists like Rita Levi Montalcini or dancers like 
Joséphin Baker, the volume offers portraits of strong women, who have been successful in their profes-
sion and have become a point of reference and an example to look at. 

In the face of a massive and significant entry into the academic world of women, even female students 
should be able to have role-models and reference to look at, both as scientists and professors whose 
role and work is recognized, and as examples of leadership management. In particular, the access to 
top positions that rebalances the current imbalance in favor of men: currently there are only 6 female 
rectors in Italy out of 82 total positions and not just “lean in” as suggested by Sheryl Sandberg [32]. In 
order to reach these positions we need a change of mentality and paradigm in a country, Italy at the 70 
place on 149 in the worldwide ranking for gender equality and women rights according to the “Global 
Gender Gap Index 2017” [33] rose from 82th position compared to the previous year. 
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A second way is certainly to begin to tell the stories of the discoveries, inventions and works of women 
[34]. The lack of female figures in the textbooks we study from elementary school on confirms a common 
bias, that is, that there are no women, because women have not had leading roles. The lack of access 
to public life, the exclusion from education and study, the lack of access to basic human and political 
rights have certainly severely limited the ability of women to express their talents and to affect society. 
However, the official story, which still teaches us that universal suffrage was given when all men had 
the right to vote, when women were still excluded, has systematically forgotten or at least omitted to 
narrate the life and works of even the few known protagonists. 

Among the actions that have recently begun to give recognition to women in this regard we can include 
the Presidential Medal of Freedom given by Barack Obama to Margaret Hamilton, the computer scientist 
who led the team responsible for writing the code of the on-board computer of the Apollo Program and 
other female scientists: “Over the past two years the President has awarded the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom to pioneering technical women in space and computing: Katherine Johnson (Mercury, Gemini, 
Apollo, Shuttle, exploration missions), Margaret Hamilton (Apollo, Skylab), and Navy Rear Admiral 
Grace Hopper (the “Queen of Code”). Leaders in the advertising industry are also working to correct 
biased depictions of women with their #SeeHer program launched during the United State of Women 
event in June 2016. Hollywood too has begun correcting a long-standing impact of unconscious bias. 
Writers, directors, producers, and actors are beginning to surface untold stories and include characters 
previously left out. They are beginning to demand and create more accurate depictions of STEM depic-
tions of STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) endeavors and the people who 
engage in them. As actress Geena Davis has said, “If she can see it, she can be it.” Last week, as part 
of a series of events that celebrated untold stories of women in STEM and Computer Science Education 
Week, the	First	Lady	welcomed	to	the	White	House	some	of	the	cast	and	team	behind	the	new	film	Hidden 
Figures.” [35]. 

Another intervention that would be used to create and propose women's models of reference able to 
mentor the young generations would be a greater inclusiveness of tools now of mass culture as Wikipe-
dia. The free online encyclopedia is unfortunately famous for a compelling misogyny that in certain cir-
cumstances is almost ridiculous as in the case of the page of Donna Strickland, Nobel Prize in Physics 
2018. Providing the proposal to include the entry dedicated to her, the moderator's response was: “This 
submission's references do not show that the subject qualifies for a Wikipedia article”. In the field of 
design, in particular, it is always interesting to note how men “without quality” we regularly have a page 
and only women of exceptional reputation manage to earn the right to be mentioned. 

A long and controversial issue, that of the visibility of women in the world of design, even in a pioneering 
school like Bauhaus, it was thought that women were more suited to weaving than to architecture or 
industrial design [36]. in the historical photo that in 1930 imitates the teachers of the school in Dessau 
only Marianne Brandt appears, the only one also mentioned in the exhibition 50 Jahre Bauhaus Aus-
stellung, held in Stuttgart 1968 to provide the many other colleagues and many students who instead 
studied in that community. 

Finally, initiatives such as the Women encyclopedia [37 aimed at telling the biographical profiles of wo-
men otherwise not present in other institutional encyclopedias or @womentalkdesign “aimed to elevate 
women and gender non-binary speakers, empower event organizers to engage more diverse speakers” 
[38] can provide students with tools and reference models to look at in the development of their univer-
sity and professional careers. 

6 CONCLUSIONS 
I would like to conclude with the statement made by Stefania Pastore who supports the rector of the 
Normale di Pisa in his feminist crusade. “The problem of space for women and female representation 
within the Normal of Pisa exists, as it exists, enormous, in the university and in Italian society. The rector 
is right to fight this battle, for two years he is talking about it and it is right to discuss, it is an atavistic 
problem, a cultural issue that should be resolved with laws and targeted interventions. I know nothing 
about anonymous messages. But I would like this to be an opportunity to talk about the effort that women 
make to emerge in every public space, for lack of opportunities, external support, policies to support the 
work of women, and also for a mentality retrieved and machismo unable to see behind the success of 
each of them, merit and quality objectives” [28]. 
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