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Women scientists of India

Prof. PI’EEtI Aghuluyum
The first woman to head an [lIT

reeti Aghalayam the director

m-charge of the newly
established IIT Madras

campus at Zanzibar, Tanzama is
the first woman to lead an Indian
Institute of Technology. An
esteemed alumma of IT Madras,
she has achieved an extracrdmary
campus in Zanzibar island, off the
east Affcan mainland 15 the result
of a paripership between India
and Tanzania, with ow coumnfry
offemg  scholarships for citizens
of Tanzamia to stady in vanous
degree programmes at fhus campus.

"I believe that this educational bond
will ensure that we stay strong and
it's a sirategic kind of move,” says
1ts Darector Dr. Preeti.

Bom to academician parents,
Preei recalls her childhood
days,"] was chatty and cunous
and for our parents there were too
many questions.” Her father late
Dr. Janardhan was a chemistry
professor at the Fegional Institute
of Education (RIE), Mysuru and ber
Having grown up mm a famuly
with a posiive outlook, DrPreeti
Aghalayam aims to bwmld an

environment where young people
are encowraged to look beyond
marks and lucrative jobs and tap
mnto inventive side as she did all
those years ago.

Presti Aghalavam completed
her B Tech in chenmcal engineering
from T Madras m 1995 and
soon acqured M.S. i Chemical
Engmeering from Umiversity of
Rochester, New York m 1996. Later
she recerved her Ph D). degree from
the University of Massachusetts,
Amberst USA m 2000. Soon
after completing her post-doctoral
research work at Massachusetts
Institute of Techmology, Cambndge
m 2002, she refumed to India
to join as an Assistant Professor
at IIT Bombay m the Chemical
Engmeenng department She spent
the next eight years teaching there
till she moved to her alma mater in
2010.

Presti’s research work 1s m
the broad area of detailed kinetic
modellng for ndustnally relevant
systems. Her proup focuses on coal
gastfication, catalybe converters
and combustion as the main areas
of research. The group philesoply
mvolves the design of ‘“smart’
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laboratory scale expenments amd
sophishcated sinmlatons. Among
her co-workers and students,
Aghalayam 1z known for her
mcredible passion for her subject
as well as research and methodical
thmking. Her main focus areas
have been in automotive sector
after treatment in the caralytic
reduction of nitrous oxide (NO)
from fuellean engines; carbon
black formation, soot in fuel-
rich flames and underground
coal gasification. She has several
mnternafional publicatons to her
credit and has authored a book
Mathematical  Modeling  for
Underground Ceal Gasification.
Beyond her academic pursmts,
Preet has a strong sportsback ground
and was an avid basketball player
during her school days. She 1s also
an accomplished marathon nmner
and a blogger In an mterview, this
nmmng enthusiast says, “Fumning
15 everything for me as it helps me
shred off the stress. If I am under a
lot of stress, my fanuly asks me to
nmn and come back. Running makes
Prof Aghalayam 15 also the
nodal officer for the “Gender
Advancement for Transformung
Institutions’ imtiatve at [IT-Madras.

It seeks to work for
advancement of women i the fields
of science, techmology engineenng
and mathematics, and to develop
and mplement policies and address
1ssues relatng to the same m a
systematic and timely mammer She
believes that creatmg “physical
spaces” where men and women
could study together comfortably
and ensuring that all mformaton
and opportumties were available
to all parties equally 15 mportant.
In terms of faculty hinng and
recnufment, the athtude of “sitting
and waring for excellent women
candidates just won't cut it since it
fails to account for hidden barmers
m society. It's mmportant to have a
hittle more pro-activeness m faculty
himng so that the applicant pool
can be filled with strong women
candidates. prompting them to
explore us (India), mstead of
finding somethmg m Europe or the
US,” she explained m an imterview.

The Principal Scientific
Advisor’s office has recognised
her as one of the 75 Women in
STEAM (Science, Technology,
Enginesring, Arts and
Mathematics)  through  the
‘She Is" book series. Namatmg
personal stones of courage, hope
and determmation. this book talks
about the personal and professional
struggles of women who did not
have 1t easy but who for sure are role
models for every girl who aspires to
work in one of these disciplines.

This book senes aims to provide
voung women with more mle
models, to make visihle women's
leadership and to simulate mierest
m the Sustamnable Development
Guoals. T am from Mysore and hike
my danghter says — 1t 13 a pastoral
land far away from any achon So,
I've always constanfly felt hke
my English wasn't good enmough
my math wasn't up to par, and my

witing sklls were gueshonable
Somehow, I've always been able
to conguer this mposter syndrome
and get on with hfe You just have
to keep your head above water and
stay in the clear ™ encourages Preeti.

She recerved the preshgious
Young Engineer Award of Indian
National Academy of Enpmeenng
and IIChE Youmg Achiever
Award, Indian Instifute of Chemucal
Engneers, Mumba, 2007. She has
been bestowed with Amar Dye
Chem Award for excellence m
Basic Fesearch and Development
in Chemical Engineermg m 2008

Dr Preetn remforces that
it 13 tme we celebmate women
research scholazs who  jump
through many hoops, be it the
pressures of marmiage or pregnancy!
Bewardmg excellence mmndfully
and encouraging women who have
not dropped out and stayed longer
motivates everyone to follow therr
footsteps. “1 remember being super
excited about everything — starting
my undergrad at OTM and grad
school abroad. and coming back to
teach at the IITs. Obwviously there
have been mstances that dampen
your enthusiasm and take a toll
on your spinit. But I think, having
a postive outlook (I always do)
and just braving the ordeal 15 the
best way to deal with 1t. If there is
something worth fighting for, you
should go for it, that’s what I have
believed”, msists this role model
academician and admimistrator
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