Ask the man on the street how he views physicists,

and no doubt he will conjure up the stereotypical

image of a white male with glasses and a pocket protec-
tor in an ill-fitting suit. As one of the first
African-American women to receive a
Ph.D. in physics, Shirley Jackson has
done much to reinvent that image over
the course of a career spanning every
major employment sector for physicists.
After stints as an industrial researcher, a
university pro-
fessor, and the
head of a feder-
al agency, Jack-
son recently

became the first black woman

to head a major research insti-

tution when she assumed the

presidency of Rensselaer Poly-

technic Institute (RPI), which is

the oldest university dedicated

to science and engineering in

the United States.

The RPI appointment is the
latest in a long line of firsts for
the Washington, DC, native,
who has shattered traditional
barriers of race and gender her
entire life. She was the first
black woman to receive a doc-
torate from the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT)
in any subject, and the first
woman and African-American
to become a member of the
Nuclear Regulatory Commis-
sion (NRC) and to serve as its
chair. She has received ten hon-
orary doctorates and the New
Jersey Governor’s Award in Science, and in 1998, she
was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame
for her contributions as a distinguished scientist and
advocate for education, science, and public policy.

Yet despite the accolades, she has confronted her
share of bias as a black woman in a predominantly white
male field. “It hasn’t always been a smooth road for her,
and people don’t often see that aspect,” says Mildred

Dresselhaus, a professor of physics at MIT who befriend-
ed Jackson during her undergraduate years. “But she has
coped with it very well.”

A key to secrets

Jackson, the daughter of a postal supervisor and a
social worker, inherited her father’s talent for mathemat-
ics and an innate curiosity. With her parents’ encourage-
ment, she conducted basic scientific experiments, using
her own backyard as her laboratory. “I was fascinated by

the notion that the physical world around me was a
world of secrets, and that science was the key that could
unlock those secrets,” she says. She performed nutrition
experiments with mice kept in cages built by her father,
and kept honeybees under the family porch, adjusting
their habitats, diets, and exposure to light and heat, and
maintaining a detailed log of her observations. “Experi-
mentation was like a good mystery novel, a tangible
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