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Last year was one of 
uncertainty — lockdowns, 
delayed experiments, 
cancellations, anxiety, and 
fear. Wherever you are in the 
world, the way we research, 
teach, and practice changed 
overnight. Amidst the chaos, 
women leaders navigated their 
countries away from danger. 

Women virologists led the research and development 
of much-needed vaccinations. Women engineers 
designed and manufactured novel breathing machines. 
Women high-school teachers took their physics 
classes online. Women physicians saved hundreds of 
thousands of lives.

This planner highlights some of the women who are 
making the world a better place. Women who are at the 
forefront of their disciplines, women who are making 
extraordinary discoveries, women who are using their 
platforms to elevate others. What you’ll notice is no 
two stories are the same — there’s no such thing as a 
standard career for a scientist. Instead, there’s passion, 
hard work, and collaboration. 

SPIE is home to an incredible community of people 
working in optics and photonics. They’re here to help 
you network, collaborate, and learn. I hope that the 
stories of these fascinating women inspire you as much 
as they have excited me. Whilst we can’t predict what 
2021 will bring, we can be certain that the voices of 
scientists and engineers will be more important than 
ever before. So find your voice, and make it loud.  

JESS WADEJESS WADE
Research Fellow, Imperial College London
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Preview 
A look ahead to March 2021  
25–28 January 2021

JANUARYJANUARY 2021 2021
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Most obstacles are 
temporary (no matter 
how intense they 
are) and if we try 
to deal with them 
positively, that’s the 
first step towards 
the solution.

—Amna Riaz (pg. 38)

JAN
JAN
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14–18 February 2021 
San Diego, California, USA

 
21–25 February 2021 
San Jose, California, USA 

FEBRUARYFEBRUARY 2021 2021
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Find your own 
path and remember 
that you are not a 
project - you are 
a process. STEM 
strengthens women, 
and the world needs 
women in STEM.

—Anna Szkulmowska 
(pg. 47)

FEBFEB
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6–11 March 2021 
San Francisco, 
California, USA

 
7–9 March 2021 
San Francisco, 
California, USA

 

 
7–10 March 2021 
Long Beach,  
California, USA 

spie.org/wio

Women are more 
likely to receive 
negative criticism 
in science: take it 
seriously, but not 
personally! If there 
is truth or merit, 
try to learn from 
it. Otherwise, let it 
roll right off you.
—Areti Mourka (pg. 48)

MAR
MAR
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11–15 April 2021 
Orlando, Florida, USA

 
19–22 April 2021 
Prague, Czech Republic

 
20–22 April 2021 
Chiba, Japan

APRILAPRIL 2021 2021
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A career in STEM 
allows you a career 
of learning and this 
ensures that you 
won’t be bored with 
your job. It is ok 
(even fun) to be the 
trailblazer and make 
the path easier for 
the next generation 
of women!

—Debbie Gustafson 
(pg. 34)

APR
APR
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May 2021 
Houston, Texas, USA 

MAYMAY 2021 2021
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If you have a 
genuine interest 
in a STEM career, 
then you bring 
your unique 
background to the 
field - a diversity 
in experiences and 
backgrounds only 
benefits the field. 
Your spin may be 
the one needed to 
make a substantial 
difference.
—Gracie Vargas (pg. 33)

MAY
MAY
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20–24 June 2021  
Munich, Germany 

 
21–24 June 2021 
Munich, Germany

 
21–24 June 2021 
Munich, Germany
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Never give up on 
exploring more. The 
opportunities will 
appear as you pursue 
your dream. Even 
challenges can be 
rewarding as you 
keep moving forward.

—Humeyra Caglayan 
(pg. 27)

JUN
JUN
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STEM absolutely 
needs you and 
your talents - you 
are a creative, 
curious thinker 
who will bring 
endless possibilities, 
new discoveries, 
and revolutionary 
ideas to your field 
of study. I cannot 
wait to learn 
all about them!
—Keri Hoadley (pg. 35)

JUL
JUL
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AUGUSTAUGUST 2021 2021

Pick up next year's Women 
in Optics planner at SPIE 
Optics  Photonics this week!
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1–5 August 2021 
San Diego, California, USA 

spie.org/wio

But what will 
catapult us ahead 
and bring awesome 
innovation into our 
lives is the coming 
mix of boys and 
girls from all kinds 
of backgrounds 
working together 
unlike ever before.

—Kristina Tamane 
(pg. 40)

AUG
AUG
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13–16 September 2021 
Madrid, Spain 

 
13–16 September 2021 
Madrid, Spain

 
13–16 September 2021 
Madrid, Spain

 
 

19–22 September 2021 
Livermore, California, USA

 
20–24 September 2021 
Monterey, California, USA 

 
 

28–30 September 2021 
Glasgow, United Kingdom

 
28–30 September 2021 
Glasgow, United Kingdom

SEPTEMBERSEPTEMBER 2021 2021
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Never be afraid to 
try something new. 
Taking a new project 
is like taking your 
first parachute jump. 
Be fearless, be bold, 
as anything you 
have ever wanted 
lies on the other 
side of fear.

—Mirwat Shamshad 
(pg. 45)

SEP
SEP
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10–12 October 2021 
Nantong, China

 
18–21 October 2021 
Rochester, New York, USA 

OCTOBEROCTOBER 2021 2021
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The journey will 
be filled with 
difficulties, and every 
next level will 
demand a stronger 
version of you. You 
should either find a 
way or create a way, 
but never give up.

—Preeti Jagadev 
(pg. 36)

OCT
OCT
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17–19 November 2021 
Tokyo, Japan

 

NOVEMBERNOVEMBER 2021 2021
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I would say female 
scientists are very 
productive in many 
ways: we could give 
birth not only to 
a baby, but also 
to research! In my 
point of view, we 
have our own special 
power which makes 
us unique in STEM.

—Yu-Jung Lu (pg. 41)

NOV
NOV
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Regardless of your 
career goals, it 
helps to understand 
the role you 
play, recognize 
your colleagues’ 
personalities, 
and achieve 
harmonious working 
relationships.

—Yi Sun (pg. 42)

DEC
DEC
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During my teens I was more During my teens I was more 
interested in literature and interested in literature and 
art than scienceart than science. . 
All that changed when I started 
studying chemistry. I remember 
my father giving me one of his 
old books from his first year at 
university. Although I did not 
understand everything, it felt like 
someone had opened my eyes: 
the world, every object around 
me, the sky and the stars were all 

made of the same elements. The more I learned, the more I discovered elegance and 
poetry hidden in the laws of nature. My husband is an astrophysicist and an amateur 
astronomer so I often find myself looking at the night sky. To this day, I still find a 
deep sense of meaning looking at the stars and marveling at the inner workings of 
the physical world. 

My work marries my passion for science with my creative skills. I work at the 
interface between academia and industry, identifying, shaping, and delivering 
large research and innovation projects. A large part of my role includes developing 
research visions, plans, and narratives for new opportunities, catalyzing major 
collaborative research and innovation grants. QuantIC, the UK Hub in Quantum 
Enhanced Imaging, is one of the projects in my portfolio. I also lead the development 
of the Clyde Waterfront Innovation Campus, the first nanofabrication-led innovation 
campus in the UK, targeting the industrialization of photonics and quantum 
technologies.

My biggest challenge, especially in the early stages of my career, was to build 
enough experience to be given the opportunity to measure myself against bigger, 
more complex projects that take me outside of my comfort zone. I enjoy large 
projects because there is never a dull day: even when everything is proceeding well, 
you are never in control of all the variables. Unforeseen issues and problems are 
always around the corner. When unexpected things happen, things get interesting.

One of the hardest skills I had to learn was to manage my most precious resource: 
my time. The key to maintaining my workload has been learning to recognize when 
something is good enough instead of wasting increasing amounts of time on ever-
diminishing returns. 

The advice I would give to anyone starting out in their career is to remember that 
everyone’s journey is different. Be kind to yourself. We are all constantly learning, 
and we should never be afraid to admit that we do not have all of the answers. 
Successful people are not those who know everything and never make mistakes; 
they are those that have the humility to ask both the stupid and the difficult 
questions, and that have the courage of sharing with others what they have learned 
from their mistakes.

SARA DIEGOLISARA DIEGOLI
Strategic Projects Manager, College of Science and Engineering, QuantIC Programme 

Manager, University of Glasgow, UK
Born in Italy / Resides in UK
Educational Background: Degree in Chemistry, Università degli Studi di Ferrara; PhD in 

Nanotechnology, University of Birmingham
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Science is my playground. Science is my playground. Nature inspired me to work in science. Nature has 
this wonderful beauty and many unknowns, which are like puzzles waiting to be 
solved. This inspired me to learn more and work more on how to solve these puzzles. 
Physics, and especially optics, has provided me with tools to understand how things 
work and how to implement this understanding for the development of future 
technologies. 

My responsibilities vary as I act as a supervisor, teacher, and researcher. I teach 
graduate and undergraduate courses. I have discussions and interactions with 
my team members on their research projects. I collaborate with our international 
partners all over the world on different projects. I also join ongoing experiments 
whenever possible.

One of the biggest obstacles I faced was managing my work and my life. I had my 
son during my PhD studies and at that time I felt guilty both at home and at work, 
for not being able to fulfill either being a mom or doing research. However, I realized 
that the best thing is to be present where I am and enjoy all of it to the fullest. This 
helped me to overcome unnecessary stress and share the joy of the moment with 
the people I am with. Now, this helps me recognize that I cannot be in different 
places at the same time, but I can focus and enjoy being in the moment.

A career in STEM may be challenging in many ways, but it is also rewarding. You 
will have the opportunity to interact with excellent scientists, engage in wonderful 
discoveries, and provide solutions to global challenges. To young women 
considering this career, I say, go for your dreams. Never give up on exploring more. 
The opportunities will appear as you pursue your dream. Even challenges can be 
rewarding as you keep moving forward.

HUMEYRA CAGLAYANHUMEYRA CAGLAYAN SPIE Member
Associate Professor in Physics and Photonics, Tampere University, Finland
Born in Turkey / Resides in Finland
Educational Background: BS, MS, and PhD in Physics, Bilkent University; Postdoctoral 

Research, University of Pennsylvania
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Growing up I loved science and learning how things worked.  Growing up I loved science and learning how things worked.  
I was lucky, because my parents have always supported my passions and they taught 
me to always believe in myself. I remember when I visited a laboratory for the first 
time: I was excited to see scientists at work and I realized that was what I wanted to 
do in my life.

As a researcher, I started with my PhD and for the first time I had the responsibility 
to build a set up and test it rigorously. I was afraid of making mistakes, so I studied a 
lot and slowly I got familiar with the tools. Then, when I made the first measurement, 
it was a great achievement for me.

To reach my position as a researcher, I had to wait a long time and I was often 
discouraged. But I always told myself that “if you want it, you can do it!” And I 
wanted with all my strength to make my dream of becoming a scientist come true.

Since the beginning, I have had some excellent researchers who trained me and 
taught me how to work well, so I didn’t miss anything. I would want other young 
scientists to have the same. And I would also advise young women to not be afraid 
of obstacles in their career, always believe in themselves. Try to work in a united 
group, where everyone helps each other, but also find time to have fun. Take time to 
share scientific activities among young people; you could inspire a new generation of 
scientists.

MARIA ANTONIETTA FERRARAMARIA ANTONIETTA FERRARA
Researcher, Institute of Applied Sciences and Intelligent Systems, National Research 

Council (CNR), Italy
Born in Italy / Resides in Italy
Educational Background: Master’s Degree and PhD in Electronic Engineering
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My parents inspired me to work in science and engineering. My parents inspired me to work in science and engineering. 
I loved visiting a local library and book fairs with my mother. My mother bought me 
an electromagnetic set which had batteries, magnets, iron filings, fans, motors, light 
bulbs, and a breadboard, and I loved playing with it. My maths and physics teachers 
in school were also my role models when I was younger. They encouraged me to find 
the answers to my questions on how things work.

In terms of my work now, I develop research ideas and strategy, do experiments, 
write journal papers, secure funding, mentor my team, seek collaborations, manage 
finances, and publicize the work. My role at the university also involves teaching and 
administrative responsibilities.

I found the transition from being a research fellow to becoming an independent 
academic very challenging because I was not prepared to carry out activities other 
than research. I have partly overcome this challenge by attending various training 
courses and seeking the advice of more experienced colleagues.

I wish I had been told that the more you learn, the more you realize how much is left 
to learn. But I would tell young women now, who are interested in a career in science, 
don’t be afraid to tinker with things and try out your ideas.

RUCHI GUPTARUCHI GUPTA SPIE Member
Senior Lecturer, School of Chemistry, University of Birmingham, UK
Born in India / Resides in UK
Educational Background: BEng in Electrical and Electronics Engineering, Nanyang 

Technological University; MASc in Engineering Physics, McMaster University; PhD in 
Electrical and Electronics Engineering, and Analytical Science, University of Manchester
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I think working in science comes from inner inspiration.  I think working in science comes from inner inspiration.  
For me, I simply noticed how the scientific approach nicely fit my way of life. It is 
just sort of an inner perspective that day by day drives me to enjoy results that are 
derived from following the scientific method. It was natural to find myself absorbed 
in a scientific environment with this internal curiosity about how things work. 

Teaching and researching are my primary responsibilities, and I like this very much. 
I am a full professor of electronics and photonics at an Italian public university. I 
am also heading the Academic Courses in Information Engineering at University of 
Naples Parthenope. 

My research started with the application of photonics as a smart tool for fine sensing 
in several application fields. As the years pass, I find I am becoming more and more 
attracted by the applications of fiber optic sensors in the biomedical area, a trendy 
multidisciplinary area in which talented engineers can contribute by playing an 
unexpected but very promising role.

In my career, the biggest challenge I face is prejudice, which is at the heart of any 
gender discrimination. But I overcame that prejudice by staying focused on myself 
and going my way. 

I wish I had been told at an earlier age to select the most ambitious goals in any 
research activity I was involved in. And now I would tell other young women that in 
STEM, the scientific method can in part mitigate gender prejudice. Scientific evidence 
is a tool that can avoid the prejudices that lead to an artificial ranking among ideas of 
men and women.

STEFANIA CAMPOPIANOSTEFANIA CAMPOPIANO
Full Professor in the Department of Engineering, University of Naples Parthenope, Italy
Born in Italy / Resides in Italy
Educational Background: MS and PhD in Electronic Engineering
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My grandfather was a huge inspiration to me. My grandfather was a huge inspiration to me. He was one of the 
engineers who worked on the lunar module that sent the first people to the moon. 
As a kid, I thought that was amazing! He told me that I should become an engineer. I 
did not really believe him until I got to high school and took physics. Only then did I 
realize how much I enjoyed the subject. However, I also loved learning about biology, 
so I was confused on what to do. I found out that the universities that I applied to 
offered a degree in biomedical engineering, which was perfect! So I went for it.

I work on two main projects. The first is developing methods for acousto-optical 
tomography, which involves combining light and ultrasound so that when the light 
travels through the focus of the ultrasound it becomes “tagged.” I find ways to 
detect this “tagged” light, which has a very small signal. The second is an industry 
project I lead. I communicate with the CEO and the other directors of the company 
as well as perform the necessary research to reach their goals. I also mentor PhD 
students and help them along on their journey to graduating. I lead the lab meetings, 
organize the journal clubs, and manage the laser lab space. Additionally, I give 
tutorials for the PhD students and post-docs who are looking to better their MatLab 
or statistical skills. 

Sometimes dealing with different personalities can be difficult. There was a time, 
while working, in which some of the people around me were not helpful or not even 
very nice to me for whatever the reason. I had to learn how to progress despite these 
challenges. I overcame it by learning when to stand my ground and when to extend 
an olive branch. 

I wish I had learned earlier how to balance my life. STEM is a worthwhile field that 
requires hard work, but it should not come at the expense of your well-being or 
pursuing other goals outside your career.

Young women interested in science, you are smart enough for STEM! There will be 
times when you will think, “They picked the wrong person for this work,” or “I don’t 
think I’m qualified for this project,” but it’s not true! I suggest finding other women in 
STEM to connect with so that you can help support each other.

JACQUELINE GUNTHERJACQUELINE GUNTHER
Postdoctoral Researcher in Biophotonics, Tyndall National Institute, University College 

Cork, Ireland
Born in USA / Resides in Ireland
Educational Background: BE in Biomedical Engineering, State University of New York Stony 

Brook; MS, MPhil, and PhD in Biomedical Engineering, Columbia University
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Math was always one of my favorite subjects, and in my freshman Math was always one of my favorite subjects, and in my freshman 
year of high school I took conceptual physicsyear of high school I took conceptual physics. . The math came alive in 
the classroom. We did experiments three days a week and applied math to each 
experiment, comparing the theoretical and experimental data. I was hooked! Now at 
NASA, I model, design, and manufacture optics for X-ray telescopes.

The biggest obstacle for me in my career was when I had severe morning sickness 
with my second pregnancy and continued working. However, I was working at a 
university and did not secure follow-up, full-time funding. Soon after I came back 
from maternity leave, I was laid off. I decided to start an LLC to complete the 
projects that I was working on. Then, I became a full-time mom to my two daughters 
for three years. At that point in time I secured my current job.

I wish that someone had told me the importance of having a female STEM mentor. I 
sought advice from many in STEM fields, however, all of them happened to be men. 
Although their advice was useful, enlisting help in navigating STEM work as a female 
is empowering.

A STEM career is an exciting and rewarding field. There is a rush that comes with 
being on the front lines of technology and combining your creativity and imagination 
with your capacity to analyze hard data. Plus, the more young women who enter the 
field each generation, the more women populate the STEM workforce, and injecting 
more women into a predominately male field creates synergy and energizes the 
workforce.

JACQUELINE DAVISJACQUELINE DAVIS
Research Astrophysics Technologist, NASA High-Energy Astrophysics  

Division, USA
Born in USA / Resides in USA
Educational Background: BS in Physics, Centre College; MS in Mechanical Engineering, 

University of Kentucky
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I seem to gravitate toward I seem to gravitate toward 
the sciences, particularly the the sciences, particularly the 
physical sciences, and that physical sciences, and that 
drove me to pursue a physics drove me to pursue a physics 
degree.degree.  As I neared my junior year I 
discovered an interest in biomedical 
sciences but wanted to retain a physics/
engineering base. This eventually led 
to biomedical engineering. My love for 
biomedical optics specifically began 
when I took a course taught by Ashley 
J. Welch. I chose his lab for my PhD and 
never looked back since!

I serve as the principal investigator/
head of an academic research lab. Our 
work is centered on the application of 
biomedical optics in biology and human 
health. Our lab applies the techniques 
of nonlinear optical microscopy, 
confocal endomicroscopy, and widefield 
fluorescence imaging for the study 
of injury and disease processes and 
as potential tools in noninvasive 
diagnostics. 

Looking back I now recognize there were challenges encountered as a consequence 
of my being a woman and, more so, an underrepresented minority, which I did not 
necessarily see when I was in the thick of it. I continued to pursue my interests at 
each and every step of the way. Those ‘hard to pin down’ challenges factor in even 
now, but like always, I simply keep moving forward. 

One piece of advice I wish I’d known is you can pursue the opportunities to be 
recognized for your work. When I was young, nominations for awards came without 
thought, but that changes when you are in your career. This is not to say to lobby 
for awards, but rather know that is it okay to let others know you are open for 
nominations. I also wish I had mentoring on being more assertive and showing 
confidence in approaching opportunities. I was so very shy and almost afraid to 
verbalize my career wants and needs. 

So bring your full talents to the table and don’t worry if they don’t exactly match 
those you see in those around you. If you have a genuine interest in a STEM career, 
then you bring your unique background to the field – a diversity in experiences and 
backgrounds only benefits the field. Your spin may be the one needed to make a 
substantial difference. 

GRACIE VARGASGRACIE VARGAS SPIE Member
Professor, Department of Neuroscience Cell Biology and Anatomy; Biomedical 

Engineering and Imaging Sciences Group, The University of Texas Medical Branch, USA
Born in USA / Resides in USA
Educational Background: BA in Physics, Gustavus Adolphus College; MS in Mechanical 

Engineering and PhD in Biomedical Engineering, University of Texas, Austin
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When I was a young girl, I always worked alongside my dad on When I was a young girl, I always worked alongside my dad on 
projects. projects. We shingled our house and built a deck. My mom was supportive that 
women could do anything they wanted. In high school I did not want to take home 
economics. I chose to take small-engine repair and wood-working. At that time 
women were not allowed to do this. I had to convince the principal to allow me to 
attend these classes. At this point I realized that being a mechanical engineer and 
designing cars would be a great career.

As CEO, I am very lucky to be able to set the strategy and direction of the company. I 
work with everyone in the company to assure that Energetiq is a great place to work 
and fun! The company designs and manufacturers light sources used to measure and 
inspect semiconductor devices. It is a very dynamic environment and the team is 
very innovative. I spend a good amount of time working closely with our customers 
ensuring that our products meet their requirements today and in the future. I report 
to a board of directors, who give me guidance on the company’s success and 
supports our strategy for growth. Building a good team and making sure individuals 
work well together is at the heart of what I do.

I have always wanted to improve and grow in the organizations that I worked in. 
Getting to the director level took a lot energy and determination. Every time I was 
passed over for a director role, I asked for the requirements and made a clear path 
for myself to get there. In the end it took a change of company. At any time I could 
have given up and been satisfied with my role but I realized that I had the ability to 
take on more responsibility. I know that you need to continue to fight for what you 
want and hopefully have someone mentoring you to get there.

Don’t be afraid to let people know your goals and aspirations. I LOVE my job! 
Technology is constantly changing, and this makes the job challenging and exciting. 
A career in STEM allows you a career of learning and this ensures that you won’t be 
bored with your job. It is ok (even fun) to be the trailblazer and make the path easier 
for the next generation of women!

DEBBIE GUSTAFSONDEBBIE GUSTAFSON SPIE Senior Member
CEO, Energetiq Technology, USA
Born in USA / Resides in USA
Educational Background: BS in Mechanical Engineering, University of Massachusetts 

Dartmouth; MBA, Bentley University
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I have always held a deep curiosity about I have always held a deep curiosity about 
the workings of the Universe. the workings of the Universe. It was my 
father who encouraged my love of math, because he 
enjoyed it too. Both of my parents made me feel like 
I could do whatever I wanted, and both knew from 
a young age that I was very intrigued by science 
and engineering. I would watch shows about space 
and physics and whenever I saw women being 
interviewed with telescopes in the background or 
with them working on hardware for the footage, I’d 
say, “That’s going to be me!” 

As a postdoc, my inspiration is drawn from the 
women I have the privilege of working with every 
day. I am part of an international, diverse team led by 
women on many different levels, and this has made 
all the difference in helping to improve my confidence 
and inspiring me to define ambitious career goals. 

I am the project scientist of a cutting-edge 
astronomical telescope that flies on a NASA-provided 
scientific balloon to the edge of space, floating 
about 40km above the ground for an entire night. 
This experiment is extremely important for helping 
us understand the delicate balance between how 
galaxies gather material that ultimately forms stars 
and planets, to how their mass is dispersed and 
thrown away from galaxies as stars die. 

For a long time during graduate school, I did 
not feel like I belonged. I joined a research group 
where I was the only woman. My role was to lead the build, calibration, flight, and 
subsequent data analysis for the payload to fly on our sounding rocket mission, 
which constituted the breadth of my thesis work. I felt constant push-back against 
my ideas, decisions, and leadership. I did not feel welcome.

I found solace and advice among other women in my graduate program who were 
dealing with similar problems at different levels. Finding that women were leading 
the charge of revolutionary space instrumentation became the catalyst I needed to 
build my confidence and make me feel like I belonged. 

Identify role models in your field – others that you can identify with on a personal 
level, and especially those who encourage women and minorities to take on 
leadership roles in STEM. 

STEM absolutely needs you and your talents – you are a creative, curious thinker who will 
bring endless possibilities, new discoveries, and revolutionary ideas to your field of study. 
I cannot wait to learn all about them!

KERI HOADLEYKERI HOADLEY SPIE Early Career Professional Member
David and Ellen Lee Postdoctoral Fellow in Experimental Physics, California Institute of 

Technology, USA
Born in USA / Resides in USA
Educational Background: BA in Astronomy and Astrophysics, Mathematical Sciences, 

Florida Institute of Technology; MS and PhD in Astrophysics, University of Colorado
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I always enjoyed studying I always enjoyed studying 
science and maths.science and maths.  During 
my higher secondary, I used 
to love experimenting with 
electronic instruments and 
learning about their underlying 
working principles. This led 
me to pursue a career in 
electronic engineering. During 
my bachelor's, a close friend of 
mine died from cancer. It came 
as a shock to me and proved a 
turning point. I decided to apply 
my knowledge of technology 
to contribute towards the 

health sector. From that time onward I have been working in the field of biomedical 
instrumentation and have researched technologies to advance the health sector. 

Presently, I am designing a novel medical module which solves problems faced by 
patients in hospitals worldwide, as bedside monitors rely on contact. This module 
monitors human respiration in a non-contact way using infrared thermography and 
machine learning.

The journey so far has been filled with challenges. I was bad at coding initially, so I 
had to push myself out of my comfort zone to be good at it. I got my first job soon 
after my master’s, but I faced many rejections before getting selected. The biggest 
challenge was finding a PhD in my area of interest, at a reputable college. None of 
my friends were pursuing a PhD, so I had very little guidance. However, I figured 
things out on my own and finally got admitted to my dream institute. 

I wish I knew a few things when I started that I know today. Whenever you do not 
get something that you want, it means you are meant to get something much better. 
Rejection is a redirection towards something better. If you are not a top student, that 
does not mean you are not smart. If you fail in a subject, that does not mean you 
are dumb. You just need to love what you are doing and give your best; this is the 
guaranteed method to achieve success. Do not compete with others; just try to be 
the best version of yourself. 

I want girls to know that the only permanent thing in life is your identity, so please 
work towards building that. Follow your dreams, and don’t rest until you achieve 
them. Do not get scared of challenges; remember the diamond is a piece of coal 
that could handle stress exceptionally well. Everything that you want is on the 
other side of fear. The journey will be filled with difficulties, and every next level will 
demand a stronger version of you. You should either find a way or create a way, but 
never give up.

PREETI JAGADEVPREETI JAGADEV Student Member
PhD Student in Electronics and Communication Engineering, National Institute of 

Technology Goa, India
Born in India / Resides in India
Educational Background: BEng in Electronics and Telecommunication, Don Bosco 

College of Engineering; MEng in Electronics, Communication and Instrumentation, Goa 
Engineering College
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Growing up I was in contact with nature and greatly enjoyed Growing up I was in contact with nature and greatly enjoyed 
math and physics. math and physics. As I advanced in my studies it filled me with awe to learn how 
these branches of science are fundamental to understand our Universe at all scales. 
This inspired me to pursue a career in science with a special focus on physics, more 
specifically on experimental quantum physics.

I am one of the lead scientists at the Laboratory for Quantum Technology in 
CINVESTAV. My primary responsibilities include: leading experimental research 
on quantum phenomena based on cold atom gases; supervising students and 
postdocs in the laboratory; teaching in the graduate program at CINVESTAV; giving 
lectures and seminars at conferences and universities; administrating the laboratory 
projects (applying for grants and efficiently administrating time and resources); 
among others. My research focuses on experimental physics, atomic physics, optics, 
production and manipulation of quantum systems, cold atom systems, quantum 
simulation, quantum optics, and Bose-Einstein condensation.

Some of the obstacles I have faced are pretty common in science and include lack 
of self-confidence, having been raised in a society where women often do not speak 
up. The first step to overcome this issue was to realize it was there. After this, little 
by little I worked on recognizing and giving value to all my hard work, my decisions, 
and the successes that have brought me to where I am today. I have improved my 
abilities to be heard. Now, as a lead scientist I am in a position that allows me to be a 
role model and empower others.

What I would like to share with young students considering a career in STEM is: 
Work hard, but also take care of your well-being. By this I mean: work hard, study a 
lot, eat well, exercise, sleep well, have some free time, be efficient! Great, innovative 
ideas come suddenly when one is relaxed doing what one enjoys (pre-requisite: be 
prepared, study a lot). This advice applies to any person looking for a career in STEM, 
since in the context of science, men and women are equally capable.

KARINA JIMÉNEZ GARCÍAKARINA JIMÉNEZ GARCÍA
Leader of the Laboratory for Quantum Technology, CINVESTAV  

Querétaro, México
Born in México / Resides in México
Educational Background: BSc in Physics and Mathematics, Escuela Superior de Física 

y Matemáticas; PhD in Physics, Centro de Investigacion y de Estudios Avanzados del 
Instituto Politecnico Nacional
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I always wished to become I always wished to become 
an engineer. an engineer. I think the reason 
was that I heard a lot about how 
interesting engineering life was and 
how engineering skills could transform 
you into an independent risk-taker. 
No other profession inspired me as 
engineering did, so I wanted to learn 
and apply engineering skills to every 
phase of my life. Plus my absolute love 
for mathematics helped a lot.

As a third-year PhD student, my primary 
tasks include reviewing literature, 
designing my experiments, doing the 
risk assessments for the experiments 
and running them independently, and 
later discussing the results with my 
supervisor. It depends on the day: 
sometimes I spend days and days just 
trying to get one experiment working. It 
is challenging but it is worth it. Things 

are rarely rewarding without challenge. Making the coolest things in technology is 
the best thing that could happen to you!

Getting into engineering and pursuing higher studies were the two main obstacles 
of my life. I belong to a culture where the acceptance of girls in engineering is not 
that appreciated. I spent days convincing my elders to let me join engineering, and 
eventually they agreed. Later when I wanted to do a PhD, I had to go through the 
same process again. 

I overcame this resistance by accepting the problem and pursuing my ambition no 
matter what I faced. I have always believed in what I’m doing and that's the key. Most 
obstacles are temporary (no matter how intense they are) and if we try to deal with 
them positively, that’s the first step towards the solution.

Subjects have no gender, so try not to think about being a woman too much, but 
rather, try to be the best person you can be. Take the high road when things get 
wonky. Pursue the careers you want in STEM and pursue your dreams despite what 
anyone else says or thinks; be an inspiration. My advice is don’t give up. You need to 
believe that your dreams are realistic and possible. Only compare yourself to you last 
week, or last month, or last year. If you are learning and getting better, celebrate. 

AMNA RIAZAMNA RIAZ
PhD Student in Engineering Science, University of Oxford, UK
Born in Pakistan / Resides in UK
Educational Background: BS in Electrical Engineering, Mirpur University of Science 

and Technology; MS in Electrical Engineering, National University of Sciences and 
Technology; PhD Candidate in Engineering Sciences,  
Oxford University
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Growing up, science Growing up, science 
was part of my was part of my 
daily life. daily life. My dad is a 
biologist, and my mum 
a medical doctor. Our 
dinner conversations 
revolved around interesting challenges they faced at work and how they went about 
solving them. This really influenced me, not only planting the seeds of scientific 
curiosity but also a love for problem-solving. A treasured element of my summer 
vacations was watching my dad and his students do experiments. Occasionally 
I was fortunate enough to take part and help them with routine–yet-exciting-to-
me–tasks. I got to appreciate that many fundamental scientific breakthroughs are 
built on new instruments pushing the boundaries of what scientists can explore and 
accomplish. And that’s where I found my passion: I have been striving to develop 
novel integrated sensing and imaging devices to help scientists like my dad to make 
a difference.

The main focus of my work is to collaborate with medical doctors to address their 
unmet technological needs. I have been developing a suite of tiny endoscopes that 
allow us to visualize microstructures and measure different parameters deep inside 
the body and to help detect diseases or study biological processes.

The biggest obstacle that I have faced in my career has been my instinctive tendency 
to ‘play small.’ I am a natural team player and care deeply about others’ feelings and 
success. I found it difficult to balance taking credit for my personal achievements 
while making sure not to outshine colleagues. With time and experience, I have 
learnt, sometimes in a hard way, that playing small didn’t actually serve anyone 
and was certainly not an example to set for other women. Instead, as Marianne 
Williamson said, “…as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people 
permission to do the same.” Finding positive role models and mentors has been a 
critical part of my journey and has helped me overcome this and other challenges.

Looking back, I wish that I had been advised on how to face my fears and grow with 
them. The more opportunities I get, the more uncertainties and fears I encounter. 
I used to think that successful people never experience fear and they were born 
brave. Yet the truth is they face fears, acknowledge fears, grow with fears, and keep 
pushing through. 

Young women should talk to women in STEM and make friends with them or ask 
to become their mentee. People love to share wisdom learnt along the way and 
empower others to succeed. STEM can give you more career options than you 
can ever imagine. You can easily pivot and create your own unique STEM-related 
career path.

JIAWEN LIJIAWEN LI
National Heart Foundation Research Fellow, The University of Adelaide, Australia
Born in China / Resides in Australia
Educational Background: BSc, Zhejiang University; PhD, University of  

California Irvine
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As odd as it might sound, it was As odd as it might sound, it was 
probably amazing science fiction probably amazing science fiction 
writers like Arthur C. Clarke who first writers like Arthur C. Clarke who first 
interested me in all things science and interested me in all things science and 
engineering. engineering. My other big inspiration was my 
dad, who self-taught C++ whilst working as a radio 
engineer on a ship. I always liked understanding 
how things come together, how they work, from 
everyday objects like cars, to the formation of 
the Universe. I adore problems and science is 
full of them.

My primary function now is to understand space-
based research at the university and link that 
research to industry needs, and vice versa. This 
means I need to understand the current state 

of the space market globally and identify opportunities for collaboration. It’s an 
incredibly exciting role as I frequently find myself at the forefront of innovation. 

I’ve always been driven and found standing still near impossible. As a result, I 
secured fairly senior roles when I was quite young. My biggest challenge has been 
to feel like I’ve earned my place as there have been times when I’ve experienced 
judgement and knock-backs due to being seen as junior or inexperienced or 
not worthy. 

Hard work, determination, and continued learning with a focus on results is how 
I’ve overcome these challenges. It took me a long while to develop self-belief and I 
have amazing colleagues to thank for that journey. I still stumble and occasionally 
experience impostor syndrome, but as a life-long learner I hope this will quiet down.

What I know now is not to worry about convention and to let your personality show. 
It took some time to feel like I can be me in the workplace. What makes work fun 
and interesting are the unique perspectives and experiences people bring with them. 
When I let my personality through, that was when my success stories started to 
build up. 

So be you. Because you = unique = interesting = what counts. This is a great time to 
go into STEM. Do not feel like you have to act boy-like to be a success: be you and 
instead bring your unique perspectives to these interesting problems we all face. 

You might still find that the world of STEM is largely male due to historical reasons. 
But what will catapult us ahead and bring awesome innovation into our lives is the 
coming mix of boys and girls from all kinds of backgrounds working together unlike 
ever before. And whilst we are transitioning into this new STEM world, help other 
girls and women around you if you see them struggle. We can achieve so much more 
if we approach problems together, as humans.

KRISTINA TAMANEKRISTINA TAMANE
Space Business Development Executive, School of GeoSciences, University of 

Edinburgh, Scotland
Born in Russia / Resides in Scotland
Educational Background: BSc in Psychology and Philosophy and Postgraduate Certificate 

in Leadership and Management, Keele University
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My career choice was inspired by my PhD supervisor, Shangjr Gwo, My career choice was inspired by my PhD supervisor, Shangjr Gwo, 
my Postdoc supervisor, Harry A. Atwater, and my career mentor,  my Postdoc supervisor, Harry A. Atwater, and my career mentor,  
Din Ping Tsai. Din Ping Tsai. They have been supportive promoting female scientists. I’ve been 
very lucky to work with such outstanding professors at different stages of my life. In 
addition, my career choice was also inspired by my own curiosity about science.

I’m a material physicist. My research is within an interdisciplinary field of active 
plasmonics/optoelectronics with a particular focus on nanophotonic/plasmonic 
devices to investigate harvesting, generating, and manipulating light at the 
nanoscale. Another responsibility of my job is inspiring young people to pursue a 
career in STEM. 

The most challenging thing early in my career was showing that I, a young female 
scientist, have the ability to envision, manage, motivate, and lead a world-
class research group. To overcome this, I enthusiastically dedicated myself to 
nanophotonics, plasmonics, and metamaterials. Over the past three years, I’ve 
supervised more than 30 lab members including postdocs, research assistants, 
and graduate students. In addition, I’ve organized three international conferences 
on optics and nanophotonics: MRS Fall 2019, Global Nanophotonics 2019, and 
Meta 2020. I’m currently a member of SPIE, MRS, and OSA. Moreover, I serve on 
committees for several well-known international conferences and as a reviewer for 
several distinguished journals.

I now know not to be afraid to learn things outside your field. The most exciting 
thing about research is all its interesting surprises. To me, it’s very exhilarating to try 
something nobody has tried, and no one has ever thought before. 

For young women who are considering a career in STEM: Follow your heart and 
find your passion to make your big dreams come true. Gender should never be the 
issue. Although some people might argue it’s hard to find work-life balance when 
you have kids. I’m a scientist and I’m also a mother. I would say female scientists 
are very productive in many ways: we could give birth not only to a baby, but also 
to research! In my point of view, we have our own special power which makes us 
unique in STEM.

YU-JUNG LUYU-JUNG LU SPIE Early Career Professional Member
Assistant Professor, Research Center for Applied Sciences, Academia Sinica/National 

Taiwan University, Taiwan
Born in Taiwan / Resides in Taiwan
Educational Background: PhD in Physics, National Tsing Hua University; Postdoctoral 

Research, California Institute of Technology
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The beauty and mystery of nature The beauty and mystery of nature 
inspired me to study science when I inspired me to study science when I 
was a little girl. was a little girl. I found heros in the stories 
of Marie Curie, Albert Einstein, and Bell Labs. My 
parents’ attitude was always supportive. The 
dream of being a scientist drove me to complete 
my advanced education in astronomy and physics. 
My PhD required a lot of hands-on lab work and 
I found I enjoyed putting things together in new 
ways to make things better. This gave me enough 
technical experience to switch into an engineering 
career. Upon graduation, I got an offer from a 
newly formed transmission fiber design group in 
Bell Labs, my childhood dream workplace. 

At OFS my responsibilities include designing 
new optical fibers, evaluating their performance in system applications, and giving 
technical advice to support new standards. I am involved in developing fiber 
and technology for next generation long-haul optical transmission systems, and 
advanced multimode optical fiber for high performance computing and data center 
applications.

My biggest challenge was getting an education in my early years. The border city 
in northwest China where I was raised had poor educational resources and due to 
health issues, I could only attend school part-time. My odds of academic success 
were small. But during my absence, I studied both the textbooks for students and for 
teachers. I figured out how teachers would teach and what students should learn. I 
studied faster than the school curriculum. Eventually I graduated with highest honors 
and was admitted to one of the best universities in China. Years later, whenever I 
face an obstacle or challenge, this memory gives me confidence to focus on my work 
and move on. 

Advanced education is very specialized, however, daily life is not. If I could talk to the 
young me, I might advise her, instead of having three majors in STEM, choose a minor 
in humanities to broaden my knowledge base outside STEM. 

It is important to find out what fascinates you early in your career. Join a team 
with the best players in the field and focus on it. Internships or working on projects 
collaborating with an industry lab are useful to land your first industry job.

Good communication and presentation skills are necessary in an industrial 
environment. Pick up a book on business management. Regardless of your 
career goals, it helps to understand the role you play, recognize your colleagues’ 
personalities, and achieve harmonious working relationships. 

There needs to be improvement encouraging women engineers to find their voice. As 
a matter of fact, you aren’t always awarded what you deserve automatically; a lot of 
time you have to negotiate to win what you deserve. It might help to pick up a book 
on negotiation skills also!

YI SUNYI SUN SPIE Member
Distinguished Member of Technical Staff, OFS Fitel LLC, USA
Born in China / Resides in USA
Educational Background: BS and MS in Astronomy, Peking University; MS in Electrical 

Engineering and PhD in Physics, Northwestern University
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My husband and my father My husband and my father 
inspired me to pursue STEM inspired me to pursue STEM 
and work in science and and work in science and 
engineering. engineering. And now as a graduate 
research assistant, I design and 
fabricate nanophotonics devices in the 
Electrical Engineering Department at 
the University of Texas Arlington.

One of the biggest obstacles in my 
career so far has been learning new 
software. Working with new tools was 
complicated at first but I started to 
figure the tools out. My experience in 
my work grew and I learned how to 
deal with the difficulties. I also relied 
on the experience of my colleagues. My 
advisor’s advice helps me a lot as well.

I wish someone had told me how 
important it is to be organized; that it is 
highly effective to make a plan for every 
small step in your career. And don’t try 
to do it all on your own. It is not possible 
to understand everything by yourself. Be sure to ask questions of those who do 
know to be completely clear.

I would tell young girls or women who are considering a career in STEM that they 
need to have perseverance. And they need to be intrigued by their work: I am 
very motivated by the field of optics and photonics and I look for ways to gain 
more experience, like reviewing articles. And finally, it is important that they do 
not give up!

NASRIN RAZMJOOEINASRIN RAZMJOOEI SPIE Student Member
Graduate Research Assistant in Electrical Engineering, University of Texas at 

Arlington, USA
Born in Iran / Resides in USA
Educational Background: BS and MS in Physics; PhD candidate in Optics  

and Photonics 
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I genuinely became interested in physics, math, and science in high I genuinely became interested in physics, math, and science in high 
school and wanted to work in an area where science could be school and wanted to work in an area where science could be 
applied to real problems. applied to real problems. Now I work on developing models that describe 
patterning of device features on semiconductor wafers with photolithography. I 
help develop software products and analyze data to enable manufacturing of 
semiconductor devices. 

I’ve always been well-recognized for my technical contributions as an engineer. 
However, those contributions did not always translate to career advancement. My 
biggest challenge was recognizing I had to explicitly start asking for the recognition 
I deserved. When I was first starting out, I wish someone had advised me to find a 
mentor or supporter in my organization, someone who could have coached me in my 
career path and advancement.

To young women interested in science I highly recommend a career in STEM because 
your work will always be interesting and will evolve with the advancement of 
technology. In practical terms, I would advise these three things: work on projects 
that have impact, voice your opinions, and always advocate for yourself.

EDITA TEJNILEDITA TEJNIL SPIE Member
Principal Product Engineer, Mentor Graphics, USA
Born in Czechoslovakia / Resides in USA
Educational Background: BS, MS, and PhD in Electrical Engineering and Computer 

Sciences, University of California, Berkeley
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My curiosity to know the My curiosity to know the 
unknown, since my childhood, unknown, since my childhood, 
has driven me to pursue my has driven me to pursue my 
career in physics. career in physics. I was always 
keen to unravel the answers to big 
questions and wanted to know how 
things work.

I teach physics to high school girls 
and serve as the science moderator 
for the Young Scientist Society under 
which various STEM-related activities 
are organized apart from school 
curriculum. Recently, before lockdown 
due to COVID-19, I conducted 
sessions for Active Learning Optics 
and Photonics (ALOP) for high 
school students.

I am actively involved in conducting outreach programs for under-privileged schools 
in my community to communicate science to a wider audience. I conducted an 
astronomy course followed by astro-imaging activities utilizing the robotic arm 
telescope at the Arizona Observatory. Another project in the pipeline is hunting 
for exoplanets using ‘ExoLab,’ a project of the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for 
Astrophysics. I am also working on how to incorporate quantum science at the high-
school level in developing countries and the challenges that need to be addressed.

Unfortunately, when I was in high school I was taught physics in a very orthodox 
fashion, as only a bunch of equations and formulas. At times this nearly killed my 
interest to follow my passion or pursue a career in any STEM domain.

Now, my biggest challenge is to keep curiosity and interest alive among young 
brains, to rekindle their observational and imaginative skills, and to keep them 
passionate about STEM fields. This can only be done through innovative teaching 
strategies. I try to exalt the interplay between creativity, curiosity, and imaginations; 
to blur the boundaries between them by arranging various activities where students 
can create, communicate, and collaborate to work on a common problem. I also 
try to provide early exposure to various STEM fields, encompassing research and 
experimentation, and enabling the conducive environment where young females can 
find their true strengths and interests.

Never be afraid to try something new. Taking a new project is like taking your first 
parachute jump. Be fearless, be bold as “anything you have ever wanted lies on the 
other side of fear.” 

No one is more and no one is less. Work hard, break the shell and come out, organize 
yourself, do things daily in smaller chunks that you find hard and want to be good at. 
It will soon become your habit and you will sail through them smoothly and swiftly.

MIRWAT SHAMSHADMIRWAT SHAMSHAD
Physics Educator and Science Communicator, Educational Services Limited, Beaconhouse 

System, Pakistan
Born in Pakistan / Resides in Pakistan
Educational Background: MSc in Physics, Quaid-e-Azam University
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I pursued a career in science because I find the rules of nature I pursued a career in science because I find the rules of nature 
beautiful and amazing; uncovering and applying them in normal beautiful and amazing; uncovering and applying them in normal 
life is an art. life is an art. Now I work with customers to find creative ways to suit our 
technology best for their application goals. As a state-of-the-art high-power laser 
diode provider, the company I work for serves customers in precision metrology, 
medical equipment, quantum technology, space, and communication. 

I believe the biggest obstacle can only be myself. I guess the only way to improve 
is to keep trying to know oneself better by trial and error, be honest and brave, and 
work very hard on getting what is right. One thing I have learned by trying to get to 
know myself better is not to worry when there is a problem. A problem to solve is yet 
another chance to improve!

I would tell young women and girls who are curious about a career in STEM to follow 
your interest. The difficulties you might face are no less challenging for your male 
colleagues: we can deal with them as well as they do.

HUI ZHOUHUI ZHOU
Sales Engineer, eagleyard Photonics GmbH, Germany
Born in China / Resides in Germany
Educational Background: MSc in Photonics
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Everything started in kindergarten. Everything started in kindergarten. I was four or five years old and I was 
shown a photo of Yuri Gagarin, the first man in space. Then I got the book, How 
Does the Universe Work? for my 10th birthday and Science Encyclopedia when I was 
11. I was absolutely fascinated. I knew everything by heart. I was successful in many 
things at high school: theater club, journalistic club, geography olympiads, student 
government. I knew I could study different majors at university, but astrophysics 
intrigued me the most. I thought about astronomy, but I chose physics as a broader 
discipline.

Now I wear more than one hat. I am the CEO of AM2M, an R&D company in the 
field of biomedical imaging. There I work with true magicians–physicists, optical 
engineers, computer engineers, and electrical engineers, supervising them and 
managing projects. As the Broker of Innovation for the Department of Physics, 
Astronomy and Informatics, I am responsible for networking with entrepreneurs, 
businesspeople, and local government. I am also chairwoman of the National Smart 
Specialization Photonics at the Ministry of Development, leading members from 
both the scientific and industrial communities to develop photonics as a leading 
technology driving economic development in Poland.

I do not focus on obstacles or challenges in my life. I just accept them and wonder 
if my ideas or plans will come true. Sometimes they do, sometimes they don’t. I 
don’t call them successes or failures. I call them life. In life, you need a place for your 
career, but also for your loved ones, family, friends, and holidays – you use one of 
these sources to gain strength to overcome obstacles in another space. My greatest 
strength is my marriage and four daughters.

I wish I had learned more about good leadership, that I should pay more attention to 
someone else’s needs and sensitivity. For too long, I didn’t know I could be seen as 
too harsh on people. I want to know about effective teamwork and group roles, how 
to give feedback, and how to accept it. I wish I had started developing my soft skills 
much earlier.

If you are considering a career, choose the one that calls you the most. Do not be 
afraid. Find your own path and remember that you are not a project – you are a 
process. STEM strengthens women, and the world needs women in STEM.

ANNA SZKULMOWSKAANNA SZKULMOWSKA
Co-Founder and CEO, AM2M, Nicolaus Copernicus University, Poland
Born in Poland / Resides in Poland
Educational Background: BS in Computer Metrology; MS in Experimental Physics; PhD 

in Physics
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My father used to open and repair all sorts My father used to open and repair all sorts 
of engines and devices, such as TVs, water of engines and devices, such as TVs, water 
pumps, and motorcycles. pumps, and motorcycles. Although he didn’t 
have an engineering degree he showed me and my 
brother the fun of how to “debug and fix” many of our 
household devices. Sitting next to him and working as 
his helper was like a true apprenticeship in electronics, 
mechanics, automotive, and more. This, along with 
my inherent problem-solving skills, inspired me to 
choose a science subject. I was good at math and 
physics in high school. Physics was the one subject 
that frustrated me the most: no surprise, I became a 
physicist. 

My main duty is to research. Using various methodologies and sources, I create 
and administer experiments to obtain data. Then, I spend a great deal of my time 
making sense of the data I have collected and finding ways to represent my findings. 
Sometimes this may result in a scientific paper; other times it may be a presentation 
for management or a report. I am glad to work with a rapidly emerging technology 
like 3D printing. I use a laser-based 3D additive manufacturing technique, which 
enables the ‘direct writing’ of computer-designed structures with resolution of a few 
tens of nanometers. 

Acquiring successful time-management skills was the biggest challenge I faced. It 
was an aspect of college life that I underestimated. Now that I am in the workforce, I 
continue to use the skills I gained, and I am always trying to improve on them as well. 
As a postdoc you must have an absolute passion for your research. You should take 
opportunities even if they are not perfect, because you don’t know where they will 
lead. You have to think forward: try, apply for things, and take steps in a different 
place. In addition, you need to think broadly about research possibilities, look 
outward, and explore options. In the end your choices have to also be practical. 

Don’t overthink! Just do it and be the best you can be! Don’t hold back because it 
seems hard, or there is risk, or you lack confidence. If you go for it and it does not 
work out, it’s ok, there will be other possibilities along the way and you can choose a 
new path. But once you really hesitate, the opportunity may well be lost. A career in 
STEM is a very worthwhile profession, where the results can be incredibly satisfying. 
Women are more likely to receive negative criticism in science: take it seriously, but 
not personally! If there is truth or merit, try to learn from it. Otherwise, let it roll 
right off you.

ARETI MOURKAARETI MOURKA SPIE Member
Postdoctoral Research Fellow, Institute of Electronic Structure and Laser, Foundation for 

Research and Technology - Hellas, Greece
Born in Greece / Resides in Greece
Educational Background: BS in Physics and MS in Microelectronics and Optoelectronics, 

University of Crete; PhD in Laser Physics, University of  
St. Andrews



4949

I have always had a curiosity I have always had a curiosity 
about the world around me, about the world around me, 
such as rainbows, or oil patterns such as rainbows, or oil patterns 
on the road. on the road. But my brother is also 
my inspiration and a role model. He 
taught me how to use a soldering iron 
to fix my Walkman, how to make little 
rockets out of matches, and how to use a 
programmable calculator in BASIC. Now 
I apply that curiosity as I lead research 
in optical communications and sensing, 
supervise students and staff, and 
collaborate with academia and industry.

At earlier stages of my career, all that 
mattered to me was science. As my 
ambition grew, I realized that too often 
I was under someone else’s shadow. 
Hence my performance or ideas were 
rarely acknowledged as my own, which 
precluded accessing important networks 
that are critical for career progression in 
academia such as liaising with potential 
collaborators or gaining funding. 

So I started slowly, increasing visibility in my own institution by engaging with 
different committees. I worked with different departments to host final-year projects, 
and so kick-started my own activities. I also followed my passion for science 
education and public engagement, and diversity and inclusion, which then opened 
up a range of opportunities and new networks locally and internationally. And finally, 
I also realized that social media, if wisely administered, can really help with visibility 
and engagement. 

We didn’t have social media then, but now I encourage all students and early career 
researchers to have a professional social-media presence separate from their private 
affairs. Follow your passion, voice your opinions, and work on your initiatives. 

And to young women I would say, be strong and persistent, engage with mentors 
(connect with those who you have common values, even if via social media!) and 
follow your passion. There will always be barriers, and a good mentor would always 
support you in breaking these barriers. STEM is fun and exciting. STEM research has 
shaped the world we live in today.
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Senior Staff Researcher and Head of Graduate Studies, Photonic Systems Group, Tyndall 
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Educational Background: BSc, MSc, and PhD in Physics, Pontificia Universidade Catolica 

do Rio de Janeiro; Certificate in Teaching and Learning, University College Cork
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SPIE is excited to organize and provide this free monthly planner that 
recognizes impressive women in the fields of science and engineering. 
The planner is meant to not only encourage young students to pursue 
careers in science or engineering, but also to inspire those already 
in their careers by sharing an outstanding variety of role models.

If you would like to nominate a woman you find inspiring, please visit our 
website spie.org/wio.

SPIE distributes planners gratis to more than 25 countries annually.
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