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Bryn Mawr to Co-Host Microsoft Robotics Institute 
Software Giant Cites BMC's Expertise in Educational Robotics 
Women have long been a tough crowd for computer science – difficult to attract to the discipline, difficult to retain once enrolled. But Bryn Mawr's Computer Science Program has a remarkable record of success using innovative teaching approaches to welcome women into the digital fold. That record, combined with an award-winning instructional-robotics software platform developed at Bryn Mawr, has attracted the attention of Microsoft Corp. The software giant has awarded Bryn Mawr and a partner institution, the Georgia Institute of Technology, the stewardship of a new Institute for Personal Robots in Education (IPRE). 

Funded by a $1 million Microsoft grant that will be matched by the two host institutions, IPRE aims to broaden the appeal of computer science – a discipline that has been steadily losing majors in U.S. colleges and universities for the last five years – by introducing robotics into the discipline's core curriculum. Researchers at Bryn Mawr and Georgia Tech will be developing an introductory computer-science course that teaches basic lessons in the discipline with real robots. 

Three years from now, IPRE plans to offer a Computer Science 101 textbook that comes packaged with a small, simple robot, at a price that is within the range charged for computer-science textbooks now on the market. Georgia Tech is responsible for developing the hardware; Bryn Mawr is responsible for creating the software that students will use to program the robots. The curriculum's effectiveness will be tested at a diverse group of institutions: Georgia Tech's College of Computing, Bryn Mawr, the University of Georgia and Georgia State University.

The software will be a new version of Pyro, a versatile robotics platform created by Associate Professor of Computer Science Douglas Blank and developed, with the aid of a $400,000 grant from the National Science Foundation, by a team including Blank, Professor of Computer Science Deepak Kumar, and colleagues at Swarthmore and the University of Massachusetts-Lowell. Pyro, because it is adapted to several different kinds of robots, significantly reduced the time investment necessary to work with robots and made robotics accessible to undergraduates. Last fall, Blank and Kumar won a major national award for their work on the Pyro project.

"Pyro allows students to jump right in and begin exploring problems in robotics," Blank says. The new version, tentatively dubbed "Myro," will be integrated with Microsoft's new Robotics Studio. 

Eight colleges and universities described by Microsoft as "leading U.S. schools with strong track records in educational robotics" were invited to submit proposals to host the institute. Bryn Mawr was the only liberal-arts college in the group, which otherwise comprised large research universities and polytechnic institutes. Stewart Tansley, program manager in External Research & Programs at Microsoft Research, explained that the invitation was tendered to Bryn Mawr because of its lead role in developing Pyro, which he characterizes as "perhaps the leading educational robotics platform today," and the College's "status as an innovative liberal-arts institution teaching computing science in novel ways." 

Novel approaches are in order, Microsoft says, because of the precipitous decline in the number of computer-science majors in U.S. institutions. Policymakers and high-tech industry leaders have noted this trend with alarm. The discipline appears to be especially unwelcoming to women and minorities – it is, for instance, the only discipline in the sciences and engineering in which the number of female students has declined since 1983. 

"IPRE hopes to help reverse this trend," says Blank. 

The IPRE partners hope an introductory course that offers the opportunity to program a personal robot will arouse students' interest and stir their imaginations. "We've seen that robotics brings a consistent excitement in its many manifestations," says Microsoft's Tansley. The prospect of working with a robot might help motivate students who might not otherwise be attracted to a discipline that is often seen as the preserve of the "nerd" demographic. It might also help retain students who are uninspired by the abstraction of computer code. 

The discipline — and the world of technology — has much to gain by incorporating a wider range of perspectives, says Kumar, who began teaching at Bryn Mawr in 1993. The Bryn Mawr program has long been committed to exploring alternatives to standard teaching methods that appear to discourage women from entering the field.

"Bryn Mawr's involvement in this partnership introduces the ideas and problems in artificial intelligence (AI) and robotics to a very different set of students from the traditional engineering types that have worked on those problems over the past 50 years," says Kumar. "As a result, I think we will see some very different and amazing solutions to these kinds of problems."

The Bryn Mawr program's pedagogical philosophy springs from its unusual understanding of the discipline itself as a liberal-arts field, Blank and Kumar say.

"We see computer science as a way of asking and attempting to answer some of the big questions that are really at the heart of a liberal-arts degree, be it in French, physics or philosophy. Big questions such as: Who are we? Where have we come from? What is consciousness?" Blank explains.

This approach tends to attract students with diverse academic inclinations, Blank and Kumar say – not just those drawn to mathematics and engineering, but those who gravitate toward natural sciences and even humanities. For instance, computer science major Julia Ferraioli '07 came to Bryn Mawr planning to study archaeology. 

"I decided to take a computer science course my first semester, and it was my favorite course," she says. "I kept registering for computer-science courses because I wanted to be sure I had something on my schedule that was really fun. Then when it was time to declare a major, I realized that I had more courses in computing than any other discipline."

She enjoyed the coursework enough to take on a robotics challenge as an extracurricular activity last spring. Ferraioli was one of five students who designed and programmed an aerial robot for a competition at Drexel University. The Bryn Mawr team made a strong showing despite the fact that none of the students involved had ever taken a robotics course. The thrill of seeing the "roboblimp" go through its paces kept them in the lab.

Ferraioli thinks that teaching introductory computer science through robotics is a great idea. 

"If you have your own robot and you can see it moving around and following your commands, it brings the lesson home in a way that watching a screen can't," she says. "I can see it attracting a lot of people who might not otherwise take a CS course."

Blythe Danner to Appear at Hepburn Gala
Actress-Environmentalist to Accept Hepburn Medal Alongside Bacall 
The distinguished actress and longtime environmental activist Blythe Danner will accept one of two Katharine Hepburn Medals at a gala celebration of the launch of Bryn Mawr's Katharine Houghton Hepburn Center, the Center's planning committee has announced. The award honors "women whose lives, work and contributions embody the intelligence, drive and independence of Katharine Hepburn." The medals will be presented to Danner and screen legend Lauren Bacall at Philadelphia's Kimmel Center for the Performing Arts on Saturday, Sept. 9. The gala, which will feature a video tribute to Katharine Houghton Hepburn '28, will be hosted by ABC News' Cynthia McFadden, who was a friend and confidant of Hepburn. It is one of several events marking the launch of the Center (for more information, see the Center's Web site at www.brynmawr.edu/hepburn). 

Danner, who was born in Philadelphia to a Quaker family, has frequently been compared to Hepburn by critics and has reprised two Hepburn roles: she played Amanda Bonner in a television sitcom based on the Hepburn-Spencer Tracy classic Adam's Rib and Tracy Lord in a revival of The Philadelphia Story at Lincoln Center. Danner did her first professional stage work at the Theater Company of Boston and earned national attention at age 25 when she won a Theatre World Award for her performance in a Lincoln Center production of The Miser. The following year, she won a Tony for her Broadway debut in Butterflies Are Free.

Lauded by critics for the intelligence and depth of her performances, Danner is known for her arresting voice. A New York Times review that credits her with "the highest standard of American Shakespeare performance" notes that Danner "keeps her voice at its trademark cracking point, that throaty juncture where intelligence and sensuality meet." Another critic praises her "remarkable ability to create ravishing women without presenting herself as flawless. While she conveys intelligence, sensitivity and glamour, she also insists on injecting notes of silliness, insecurity and even pig-headedness. The resulting characterizations are all the more irresistible for being fully rounded."

Since her Tony-winning turn in 1970, Danner has earned three more Tony nominations, for her performance in the Broadway production of Harold Pinter's Betrayal, her Blanche DuBois in a 1988 revival of A Streetcar Named Desire, and her role in Stephen Sondheim's Follies in 2001. She has won praise for her performances in films such as the musical 1776, The Great Santini, The Prince of Tides, Another Woman, Husbands and Wives, and, more recently, The Myth of Fingerprints and Sylvia, in which she co-starred with her daughter, Gwyneth Paltrow. She is well known for her roles in the comedies Meet the Parents and Meet the Fockers, as well as her many television appearances. 

Danner has been nominated for four Emmys. One nomination came in 2002 for the Lifetime movie We Were the Mulvaneys. 2005 brought her three nominations: one for her recurring role in the comedy series Will & Grace, one for the miniseries Back When We Were Grownups, and one for her supporting role in the Showtime series Huff, for which she took home the trophy.

Danner has been active as an environmentalist since the beginning of her career. She was a leader in the establishment of Santa Monica's curbside-recycling program, one of the nation's first. She has worked with INFORM, an independent research organization that examines the effects of business practices on the environment and on human health, and she serves on the Board of Environmental Activists and the Board of Directors of the Environmental Media Association; in 2002 she won the EMA Board of Directors Ongoing Commitment Award. 

New Signage Honors Bryn Mawr's History

Imagine: visitors looking for Thomas Great Hall no longer ask where it is. Legible, well-placed signs lead them to parking, a "you-are-here" campus map points the way to Thomas and a handsome, tavern-style sign greets them at their destination. 

A comprehensive campus-signage plan is providing the blueprint for the location, hierarchy, design and materials for exterior campus signs. The project addresses a longstanding problem. "Because Bryn Mawr has had so little signage, and much of what exists has been falling apart or giving outdated information, first-time visitors have a difficult time finding their way around. Our goal is to make it easy for anyone to find primary destinations," says Nancy Collins, director of public affairs. Collins is overseeing the signage effort with Glenn Smith, director of facilities services, and Chris Gluesing, assistant director of planning and projects.

For assistance in design and planning, the College turned to Jon Roll & Associates of Cambridge, Mass., a firm that specializes in crafting graphic identities and signage systems for educational, cultural and health-care institutions. Founder Jon Roll maintains that "good signage looks as if it has always been there." To assure that Bryn Mawr's would, Roll read reams of Bryn Mawr's historical documents, studied old photos and campus master plans, and toured the campus extensively. He also met with student, alumnae, faculty and staff representatives to learn their esthetic values and the campus' needs. Following many meetings to hash out preferences, Roll presented the design and preliminary plan to the College in June 2004. 

References to Bryn Mawr's architectural and decorative history – what Roll calls "an impressive pedigree" – abound in the design. The green background is one hue darker than the exterior of the Benham Gateway, itself a color used on Shingle-style houses circa 1900. (The slightly darker color provides better contrast to letters.) The tavern signs carry a decorative border that emulates the motif Lockwood DeForest stenciled on the ceiling of Thomas Great Hall. The font, Minion, is similar to Trump Medieval, the College's standard since the early 1990s, but has better visibility; both fonts complement Bryn Mawr's Collegiate Gothic architecture. Bracket and finial designs recall ironwork motifs wrought by Samuel Yellin in the lanterns flanking Rhoads and by the Yellin-esque craftsman who fashioned the Campus Center lanterns.

"We think Jon nailed the design – it's distinctively Bryn Mawr," said Collins. "When he showed us existing campus images with the proposed signs stripped in, the signs looked as if they had always been part of the landscape."

The plan calls for directional signs at decision points; tavern signs outside buildings on the campus perimeter and near primary destinations within; three campus-map displays that show not only the main campus but also the Graduate School of Social Work and Social Research, Glenmede and the two closest SEPTA R-5 stations; building signs consisting of either letters on a fascia or a simple brass plate on a door, depending on the building's architecture; major and minor parking signs; and accessible-entrance signs. 

Temporary signage, an eyesore during special events and throughout the summer, is also addressed in the plan. For temporary signs, Roll drew his inspiration from the celebratory flags flown atop Rockefeller on special occasions and from the flags that hang in Thomas Great Hall. Easy and inexpensive to manufacture, these signs will have bright backgrounds of yellow, blue or red and will feature some of the coats of arms seen in the Great Hall, which are derived from those of Welsh regions. Best of all, Roll points out that "if there is good permanent signage, you'll need much less of the temporary kind."

Following the approval of President Nancy J. Vickers, the signage plan was endorsed by the Board of Trustees' Landscape Committee and Building and Grounds Committee, both of which have faculty, student and staff representation. Advised by staff who develop programs for visitors and by student tour guides, Collins refined signage priorities and developed standards for sign text, while Roll and Gluesing finalized sign locations. Over the past year, Smith oversaw fabrication and installation of permanent signage, which has been funded by a donor's gift. Smith expects all permanent signage to be in place before students return in August.

"In the fall, we'll turn our attention to funding, prioritizing and manufacturing temporary signs," says Collins.

