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Jenny Edwards

January 18, 2006 Part I

Hobart, Tasmania, Australia
Interviewed by Barbara Boucher Owens

B: This is an interview with Jenny Edwards from--. Would you say the name of
your university for me?

J: University of Technology, Sydney

B: The interview is being recorded on the 18" of January [2006] in Hobart,
Tasmania, as part of the Computing Education Oral History Series. Did I
pronounce you name correctly?

J: You did.

B: Very good. Now, would you like to begin way back when. Tell us about your
parents. Did either of your parents have a college degree?

J: Yes, both sides of my family have degrees from a very long way back. Most of
my forebears are doctors. David Livingstone was my great-great uncle and there were
also a lot of missionaries and churchmen in there as well. And I think I am about a sixth
generation graduate from the University of Sydney, so that given that it only started in
about 1850 that tells you something. My father died when I was quite young, so my
mother brought us up by herself, but I had a lot of very strong women relations who had
independent careers, kept their own names, even back in the 1890’s. And I still knew
some of them when I was very small because a lot of them were very long lived.

B: I see. Were any of them in engineering or mathematics?

J: No, no. My mother’s degrees were in arts, but pretty much everybody else had
degrees in medicine or theology or both.

B: I see. Did you have any siblings?

J: Yes, I have one sister. She is younger. She went into architecture. She is very
artistic. I am not.

B: I see. Were you a good student?

J: Yes, I probably was. I found school incredibly easy.

B: Were there ... did you take courses in math in high school?

J: Oh yes, it was compulsory. We had, particularly in those days, much more

proscribed school than they have now or than I think they ever had in the United States.
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And for instance for the leaving certificate which I did at the age of 16 which was for
leaving school, I did English which was compulsory, I did Latin because you had to have
a humanities subject and I did maths I and II and physics and chemistry.

B: Was there a particular teacher that inspired you to go on?

J: No, not particularly. It was just absolutely taken for granted in my family that
you would go to university. I mean it was never a question. Although I didn't feel any
pressure, I wanted to. I could see that you needed to go to university to get an interesting
job. I'had a holiday job at one point and I started after an exam in the morning. And I
was sitting there thinking, gosh, it must be time for afternoon tea. I looked at my watch
and it was only 2 o’clock and I thought, this is why I am going to university.

[laughter]

B: So, you are in high school and you know you want to go to college, how did
you choose?

J: Well I was always good at maths and science. When I was about 8 in my primary
school desk, there was a piece of graffiti which was extremely unusual at my school. It
said e to the i pi equals minus one. Now, [ knew what pi was, but I didn’t know what e
was, and I didn’t know what i was, but I didn’t see how anything that had pi in it could
turn up to equal minus one. So at that stage I thought I have to find out why e to the i pi
equals minus one. It never occurred to me that maybe it didn’t but I thought I wanted to
find this out. So I suppose that encouraged me a little bit in maths.

B: (chuckles) You may be one of the the first persons, people, that I have heard
of that was encouraged by graffiti!

J: Well, everybody thinks that this is very funny. But it is true. If you want to know
about my very first encounter with computers, it was roughly about the same time. At
Sydney University they actually built a computer called SILLIAC, which was the
Sydney version of the ILLIAC machine at the University of Illinois. They had an open
day, and my father was on the staff at the university and we all went to the open day, and
I got to play noughts and crosses against SILIAC and I won. I think they must have
made it particularly easy because of course you can block noughts and crosses. And I
guess that stuck in the back of my mind, because I didn’t see another computer for many
years. That was my first encounter with a computer.

B: You said that your father was at the university. What was your father
doing?
J: My father was a pediatrician in practice but in those days, senior doctors worked

in university hospitals for free and that gave him a university appointment because they
were actually teaching the interns and also teaching the medical students. So he was a
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senior honorary at the Sydney Children’s Hospital and that as I said also gave him an
appointment at the University of Sydney.

B: I see. Where did you choose to go to undergraduate school and why did you
choose it?

6:40

J: Well, in those days, almost everyone in Australia if you lived in a capital city,

unlike the U.S., people just went to university in their own city. They tended not to move
away very much. And there were only two choices at that time. There was the University
of Sydney and there was the University of New South Wales that was quite new at that
stage. All my family had been to the University of Sydney. It was physically closer and
easier to get to, so I went to the University of Sydney.

B: I see. When you went to school did you immediately know what you were
going to major in?

J: Again, it is a bit of a different system here. I think probably somewhat to my
family’s regret, I did not choose to do medicine. I already knew at that stage that I didn’t
think that was what I wanted to do, so really the only other choice was science. I mean I
suppose I could have done engineering. I certainly had the background for it. But I didn’t
really think about it, so I just did science. In those days you had compulsory in the first
year physics, math, chemistry, with one other subject. And I chose psychology but I also
did Latin just out of interest but of course you couldn’t do that as part of the degree but I
wanted to do it anyway. And then in second year I did statistics and physics and maths.
And in the third year they actually had a computing course. So I did maths and
computing.

B: I see. I see. So what happened? You received your bachelor’s degree and
then what?
J: Well, then I did honors in computing but I was still interested in the mathematical

side so I sort of did it in numerical analysis, which at that stage was really the big push
because pretty much all the computing being done was in a scientific context anyway.
And then I got a post graduate scholarship, I got a commonwealth scholarship from the
government and I did a master’s in computing, again pretty much in aspects of numerical
analysis. And then IBM offered some PhD scholarships and I got one of those. And I
went on and started my PhD, although that then became quite a long story.

9:06

B: You may continue
J: OK, well, by that stage within the department, [ was doing a lot of part-time

teaching, which I really enjoyed, which took up a lot of time, and then I got married and
then I had some children.
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B: Do you want to enlighten us what some ... some children?

J: Well, I actually have two live children, but [ had 5 miscarriages as well. And |
took a permanent job at the University of Technology, Sydney where I have been ever
since, so the PhD went on the back burner for a little while. And then I did quite a lot of
work but didn’t get around to writing it up. And eventually, the university put pressure
on me and said “write it up, we want to promote you.” So I wrote it up. And I got
promoted.

B: I see. Was there a particular mentor during this experience?

J: My PhD supervisor was what I supposed what you would call a benign mentor.
He very much encouraged me; he was very good with introducing me to interesting
people. He himself had done his PhD at Cambridge UK just after the war and he had
worked with Turing, He worked on the ACE machine. He worked with all the real
pioneers and he brought many of them out to Australia to give talks at conferences and
such like. So through him it was a marvelous experience because I really got to meet
most all the people like Maurice Wilkes, all the early sort of pioneers, particularly from
the British era of computing. He was also very encouraging in terms of getting on with
things, I suppose when I went to the University of Technology, someone who was
actually quite a good friend -- he wasn’t much older than me but he was more senior
within the university, was John Hughes, who was my dean for a very long time. He was
also very encouraging. He often pushed me on to things I didn’t really want to do, saying
it will be good for your CV. And he was right. It was normally good for my CV.

B: Did you enjoy the research?

J: Yes, I did. But I also really enjoyed teaching. Like many people who enjoy both
I often had a tough time balancing. One of the problems with research as everybody
knows, is it is difficult to pick it up and put it down. I need concentrated time and I often
found that between teaching and small children it was hard to find concentrated time. So
it tended to get done in bursts. I’d get a lot done when I was on sabbaticals but not so
much done in between and things like that.

B: It looks like from the little resume I saw that you never really took a break
other than the sabbaticals. Is that right?

12:34

J: That’s right. I also did a lot of consulting. Do you want to know about that?
B: Sure.

J: And while I call it consulting, it was very much research consulting. I mean it

wasn’t a routine application of anything. It was always people with quite nasty problems
in my sort of area of expertise. Really as I said, I was very interested in numerical
algorithms and I tended to specialize in mathematical programming and in very large
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matrices and I as soon as parallel computers and things started coming along I moved
from there into working on parallel computers. So I have always maintained that interest
in numerical algorithms and such like for parallel computers. So the consulting was to
some extent in the early days and it largely came to me through my professor who was
the PhD supervisor. And it was a lot of very interesting different sorts of jobs in various
kinds of industries and quite nasty problems so you actually developed new theory in
order to be able solve those problems. And my research has always been like that. It’s
always been .. Well, here’s a problem - existing[ theory doesn’t solve it, what do we
need to do in order to solve the problem.]*

[recording stopped]

Jenny Edwards Part 11

January 18, 2006

Hobart, Tasmania, Australia

Interviewed by Barbara Boucher Owens

B: We just had a minor glitch with the equipment and we are going to continue
on our interview with Jenny Edwards. Jenny was just very animated about talking
about her consulting research experience and the support of her major professor
during her studies. One of the questions we ask if people aren’t talking is did
someone on the faculty mentor you? And the answer to that was yes. But how about
you? You were very interested in education. Would you tell us more about that
interest? Were there other people with whom you worked who were encouraging?

J: Well, not really. It is expected here that PhD students will do some teaching but
I found that I was doing more and more because I enjoyed it. I just enjoyed I guess
helping people to learn things,

B: You haven’t talked about any female colleagues.
J: Didn’t have any.
B: Did that pose a problem or didn’t think about it?

J: No, I went to an all girls' school and then when I went to university and I did
honors maths in first year, there were 600 males and 3 females. And it was very
interesting. I don’t know if you want this sort of digression but two of the girls, and I am
still very friendly with this particular one, we both had come from professional families,
been to all girls schools, led fairly sheltered sort of lives. The other girl came from a very
well-known communist family. She had also been to an all girls' school. Her parents
were always on TV and always in the thick of politics and such like. Now when we got
to university, the first girl and I, I suppose just sort of we joined in some group. I don’t
even know how I became friends with who I became friends with. We were both roughly
in that group and sometimes we would ask this third girl, if she’d like to join us because
she used to sit right up at the back of this very huge lecture theater. And she always said
no, she didn’t want to join us. At the end of the year she changed. She changed from
doing science. She changed over to arts and started doing philosophy. And she just
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seemed to have enormous trouble in fitting in and we thought this was strange because
with our backgrounds one would have expected we would have more trouble fitting in
that she did. And a couple of years ago (she’s now a professor of philosophy, the other
girl is a professor of stats and of course I’'m a professor of computing, so we all got on) , |
saw this professor of philosophy interviewed on TV recently and she said what an
absolutely horrible time she had in first year science, how nobody would befriend her --
it was a sea of males. I got very angry about this because I thought, well we tried.

But there were really never very many women around at all. There were very few female
staff in those days in the science faculty and as I said I didn’t have very many female
colleagues in my classes. But it didn’t really worry me even though as I said I'd come
from an all girls' school. Perhaps because my mother had brought us up all by herself
since I was very young. I had great aunts who had been widowed in the First World War
and had lived very successful professional lives since 1916, 1917, something like that.
And as I said, many of them kept their own names. So, I don’t know if it was that. I had
a lot of strong independent women in my family. Maybe, certainly at my school, as I said
it was a girls school, it was taken for granted. It was a Catholic school. It was completely
run by nuns. There was only one male, who was the gardener and it was just taken for
granted that we would all go to university and that we would all do things. And so it was
never an issue for me.

4:58

B: I see. Could you talk about some professional organizations? You are here
as part of a professional organization so what kind of professional organizations
have you belonged to and how have they helped your career?

J: OK, I suppose I'm in a few professional organizations. Because of my interest in
numerical methods, I’ve always been involved in the Australian Society for Operations
Research, and through that of course, INFORMS which is the international body to which
ASOR belongs. In the Australian one I’ve had a number of positions such as secretary
and I’ve been the chair of the New South Wales, the state branch, and I’ve been a
national secretary at various points along the way. And in fact, I met my husband at a
meeting of the Operations Research society; I think, their one and only romance. So I
have been quite active in that for many years and I have also been very active in the
mathematical programming society because that’s the particular sub-discipline, if you
like, that I'm really quite interested in. And I’ve been to many of their conferences and
met a lot good professional colleagues through that. And then the other area of course is
Computer Science. I’ve been a member and now am a fellow of the Australian Computer
Society, since 1972, I think. And I (laughs) haven’t been a fellow that long, but I’ve been
a member that long. And I’ve had no actual positions in the Australian Computer
Society, although I am on their accreditation boards and such like. But within Australia,
we have a group which was founded in the late *70’s , which is now known as CORE,
Computing Research and Education, and that’s the association of Australian and New
Zealand academics in computing and I’ve had a number of positions in that, and I’'m now
the national President.

7:25
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B: I see, I see. I noticed in looking at your website that some of your research
had taken a different tact, not necessarily ... away from the ... cognitive research ??
Would you like to talk about that?

J: Well, yes. A friend of mine wrote in the introduction to his thesis, “With thanks
to Professor A without whom this thesis would never have been started and thanks to
Professor B without whom this thesis would never have been finished.” And quite often
I’m Professor B. I’'m very good at helping people with theses. I'm very good at getting
them to order them logically and at being devil’s advocate. Every time they make a
statement, I'll say, why, how, when, justify. So in quite a few cases I’ve actually had
theses where people have come to me fairly late, and I’ve been asked to pick up the
pieces. Where my actual technical knowledge was not so important, but my ability to
turn their research into something resembling a logical thesis where one could see a
beginning and an end and a progression of ideas is quite good. So I’ve tended to be
pulled in on quite a number. We have a different system in Australia. Most people have
two supervisors, but that’s all. I think in the States you have whole panels and things.
And we don’t have any course work here, you just do a written thesis and the two
supervisors are often picked for different abilities, so on a number I’ve been brought in
because people were going to have quite a lot of quantitative data, and I was sort of
brought in to help on the quantitative data. Whereas, the other supervisor may have been
more, say, on the cognitive side, human factors or something like that. So in a way, I'm
often still doing the stuff I'm good at but the papers that my name might be attached to
look a little bit different. I’ve almost always had very mature aged PhD students and very
often they knew what they wanted to do; they wanted to get ahead; but they wanted
someone like me that was very good in helping with the overall structure, and their logic
and so forth. And they’ve specifically come to me to and said “Look, I want you to
guide me through the whole process.” And if it is interesting stuff, I’ve thought, well,
why not?

B: I see, I see. That does explain the sort of strange combination of articles I
saw on the site.

J: That has been commented on by people like promotion committees.

B: (Both laugh.) How has this, this varied outside work affected your
promotion and career path?

J: Well, the only person --- In Australia we go from Level A to Level E which is
sort of associate lecturer all the way up to full professor which is a different nature here
from the U.S., I was the only person at my university who has ever gone from Level A to
Level E and I was promoted the first time every time. It could be said that it hasn’t
affected me all that much. I was probably slow in going for a lot of promotions. One of
the things my university has done quite a lot of work on is women’s promotions and the
findings are that when they go, the women tend to be more successful that the men but
the women often wait longer before applying for a particular promotion. So, I did wait in
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some periods probably longer than a male might have done, but then on the other hand I
was successful when I was promoted. And in many ways promotion didn’t matter all that
much to me. I was actually pushed into applying for quite a few, which is also typical.
The women often actually wait till they are pushed into apply for promotion whereas the
guys apply the minute they meet the rules.

12:28

B: You did talk about things slowing down a bit with family, but were there
particular challenges you faced through this career?

J: Needing sleep! I didn’t do very much research when the kids were little at all.
But an academic job was quite a good job to combine with family. I mean I always got to
their sports days and you know their school plays and all that sort of thing, because I
could always duck out for an hour or two and go to those sorts of things, which I thought
was quite good. I’ve had other advantages, I suppose. The kids got to travel a lot,
because I'd often take them to conferences, and when I went on sabbaticals. So what they
missed by my being at work, I suppose, they got advantages in other ways. No, I did find,
I suppose I put a lot more of my effort into teaching and various kinds of service being on
all these committees and societies and things and I do around the university. I’m on quite
a lot of committees of things I’m interested in. We get promoted under three criteria.
Teaching, obviously, research and service and you can vary your combinations.

Research was never my top criterion, although I always scored very well on it. I mean, |
have actually done some quite interesting research.

14:18

One of the things we haven’t talked yet about is in 1990, I was invited to go to IBM
Research labs in San Jose. And they actually offered me my own whole parallel computer
all to myself. And parallel computers were very rare in those days and so this was a
wondrous opportunity, and I then went on to an IBM joint study agreement which has
persisted ever since. In fact, it has caused some hassles because their forms only go up to
nine renewals so they had to start me all over again when it came to the tenth renewal.
But that’s been a very productive collaboration over many years and I’ve had access to
wonderful facilities through them. And I’ve managed to do some really interesting work
with them and become very involved in the sort of parallel computing environment and
met a lot of people. In Australia, parallel computing is run through the national
association which is called APEC and we have state members of APEC and so I am quite
active in ac3 which is the New South Wales one that I belong to. But I was also the
national education person for APEC for a number of years. So my interest in education
and my technical interest in parallel computing is combined through the work I do for ac3
and APEC.

16:04

B: I looked at the various categories in which you are involved, not only involved

with service to your university, but service to the discipline. You seem to go out and
evaluate other programs.
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J: Well, a lot of Australian universities have rules that every committee has to have
at least 20% of each gender and there are very few female professors of computing in
Australia, so I get to go on quite a lot of committees, not only within my own university,
but in Australia and in New Zealand and some of that is because I am female and they
need a female computing professor and some of that is for me. I have a reputation for
being very blunt and people have sometimes rung me and said, “Look I want you on this
committee. There are all sorts of things wrong here. You’ll find them out and you won’t
be too scared to say them. That’s what we need.” So, yeah, I find it very interesting, but
also you can bring a lot back to your own institution. In 1991, I was on a national
committee which went around looking at computing right throughout the country, every
single university, and there were just two computing people on that committee, the rest
were people from the national department of education which was called DETYA at that
stage. And there was an engineer because there is always this dichotomy between where
does software engineering and such like fit in. So that was a wonderful opportunity
because you got to see all kinds of interesting work that people were doing all over the
country. We were predominately looking at teaching. But of course we looked at
research and such like while we were there. 1didn’t get to go to every university. We
split them up a bit. But I did get to go to many interesting places. And of course I got to
read all the stuff that went into the fairly substantial report we produced.

B: I’m getting tired listening to all you do! One of the things we like to hear in
this project is if you have any outside interests, other than computing, teaching,
research, evaluation, mentoring,

18:33

J: Music is a big interest. Fairly recently the university has a women’s choir. So |
sing in that. I find that extremely enjoyable. We have a fantastic conductor and I’ve met
a lot of very interesting people from all over the university that I hadn’t met through
some of my other activities. I’ve sung in my church choir for many, many years. And
unfortunately, our fabulous conductor has just moved away. So for the last year or so I’ve
been conducting which I find very challenging to the extent that I’'m actually hoping to
go and do some sort of conducting course. Singing I like; conducting is really, really
tough. But I’m about the only person in the choir who can read music. The others have
great voices, but they just sort of follow along. They can’t read music at all and so I think
that’s why they asked if I’d be the conductor. So I really want to go and do something
about conducting.

19:39

I have a native garden which I enjoy working in very much. I swim a lot. And I like bush
walking a lot. And I read a lot and I sew a lot. And I go to a lot of theater and opera, both
of which I also love.

B: And the other thing I noticed is that you have been doing a lot of traveling
recently outside Australia and New Zealand.

J: Well, all the earlier activities, I didn’t always take all my annual leave. And the
last couple of years, the university has become very strict and has basically said you have
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to use up your leave. And have learnt that if I take my leave at home in Sydney, people
will ring me up and say “Oh please, it’s only half a day,” and you don’t get any leave. So
I figure it is best to actually get out of the country. So, yes, I have been doing quite a lot
of traveling. My husband is not well and we figure we should travel while we can.

B: What type of career did your husband follow?

J: He did an engineering degree at Carnegie Mellon and then he did an MBA at the
University of Pittsburgh. Then he worked for Kaiser Aluminum in West Virginia. And
then of course he went into the army and he was the first ever MBA in the US Army and
they didn’t actually know what to do with him. He was in Korea for quite a while, then he
went to Washington and he got to work on the cryptographic machine from the World
War II. So he had a very interesting time. Then he worked as a metallurgical engineer
for a while and then he decided — he was a great traveler also — he decided to come to
Australia under a government scheme to come to here for two years, well that was about
35 years ago and he is still here. So in Australia he really worked as a business analyst
most of the time, so vaguely in a computing area.

21:53

B: I see. We’re kind of .. Are there things that you would like to talk about that
we didn’t touch upon?

J: Uhm, I don’t know. You asked about female mentors. I guess I’ve had a bit of --
Well she hasn’t been a mentor, but she has been a very good friend, a professor at the
London School of Economics, Ailsa Land whose husband, Frank Land, is actually very
big in information systems. We’ve been friends with them for a very long time. We took
a canal boat trip with them in England and we’re still friends which apparently is very
rare. They have a beautiful house in Devon, very historic, and I enjoyed seeing them
down there and hope to see them again later this year. So Ailsa has always been an
interesting person to me. She’s a no nonsense sort of person. She’s just got on with her
life, her family and career. So I suppose in a way, she’s someone I’ ve looked up to,
although she has never really mentored me. I do find that being a woman in computing, a
lot of people look up to me which I find a bit scary, particularly at conferences like this
where I have all sorts of younger people coming up to me and making comments, “It’s
great to see a female president of CORE.” Needless to say, I’'m the first female president,
and I’'m often the first female anything which has never really worried me and I’ve never
really thought about it. I mean, I don’t consciously think I ‘m going out and doing this
thing for women. I just get on with doing what I really enjoy doing. And if good things
come out of it, well fine.

23:47

B: Is there some advice that you would give young woman thinking about going
into computing, in computing education in particular?

J: Uhm, I guess not to be intimidated. I have run a lot of women in computing
programs for school children, school girls and I’ve done quite a lot of work looking at
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things that turn girls off into coming into computing and such like and needless to say
actually most of the things that turn the girls off turn the guys off as well. Anything you
do to improve the lot of girls coming in usually improves it for boys as well. But I'm still
hearing all these things about when they get to university they feel intimidated, or they
feel stressed or something like that.It didn't worry me, maybe because I was really lucky
and I never felt any of those things. I can only say to people: Have the courage of your
convictions. If that is what you want to do, then just do it. Ignore what other people say.
Find someone who you can be friends with, who you can sound off to about, who you
can work with. Just ignore other people. Let it wash over you. If you want to do
something just go ahead and do it. That is about all really I can think of. And generally
the women are better than the blokes. Certainly, at our university, if you look at all the
averages, and thing like that, they tend to do better academically. They tend to have a
lower attrition rate, they get better jobs. Part of this of course is that they take things
such as communication seriously. And just go for it. In fact we produced a CD called
“Go for IT!” Go for I-T.

B: Is that available?

J: Yes, it is ancient now. And that is one of the problems with many of the things
you do, by the time you’ve actually finished this CD or video, or whatever, practically
half of it is out of date.

26:20

B: You’re probably right. If there were one thing about your career path that
you would change, can you think what it might be?

J: I probably would have finished my PhD earlier, which I could have done. I had
actually done most of the work. I just hadn’t bothered to get round to writing it up until
people put pressure on me to write it up. And then I wrote it up at the same time as I was
doing this national survey all around Australia. So I was sort of writing it up in airports
and on airplanes and things like that.

B: What year did you complete your --

J: "91.

B: You had been involved in the field for about 25 years at that time.

J: Yeah.

B: If there were one little story that you would tell about yourself that you

would like to be remembered for what would that be?

J: Gosh. [think you’ll have to turn off the mikes while I --- I can’t really think of
anything. Perhaps that it is that I was the first women, say, president of CORE and I do
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appear to have inspired some younger people and I think that would be a nice thing to be
remembered by. Can’t think of any actual stories as such; other people might, but I can’t.

B: I think you’ve summed up very nicely what you have talked about and to
put it in one sentence. I really appreciate you spending time with us and thank you
so much.

J: Fine. If it helps other people then. great.
B: Thank you.

J: I was asked to include a postscript on my children. Neither did Computing! My
daughter did civil and environmental engineering and has Master's degrees in
environmental management and environmental law. She has a senior engineering
management position in one of our city councils, which she gained at a very young age,
so perhaps you could say she has followed in my footsteps to some extent. My son is just
finishing a PhD in Chemistry. He does not want to be an academic! He hopes to find a
job in industry, perhaps where he can use his chemistry in the service of the environment.
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