
The poetic professor
Surrounded by working females; teachers and 
professors all her life, it was never a question 
of if Laura was going to the university. But she 
was not going to become a teacher. “And here  
I am”, she laughs. 

Laura grew up in Florence in a big family, and all the 
women were educated going back generations.

“My grandmother was a professor, and my mother 
was a science teacher at a school in Florence where 
I grew up and still live. My sister is a medical doctor. 
I did not want to become a professor and teacher. 

I wanted to go in my father’s footsteps, who was an 
engineer. My mother was very proud of me for doing 
that because it was hard work to get a place for a girl 
at that time. I wanted to be a tough girl!”

The path of life
In fact, she was thinking of becoming a project man-
ager. But then life takes turns that differ from your 
dreams. She completed a Ph.D. in system and control 
engineering and in the end, it just so happened that 
she became a professor as well! 

“And then you had in a way chosen your path in life. 
But academia is hard; it is competition with others for 
the positions, and we had to move around to get the 
jobs that pushed us in the right direction. When I was 
a student there were few female professors at univer-
sity, but in my family there where a lot of female role 
models.

Laura discovered that she enjoys teaching. “It was pre-
dicted for me. I like the students, to teach them and 
follow up. The relationship with young people is so 
valuable. They are so passionate and on the move. 
I tell them:  If you fulfil your passion in life, you are  
happy, and if you are happy your work better.”

Florentine by heart
Today she is a full professor at the University of 
Modena and Reggio Emilia – Faculty of Engineer-
ing, where she teaches control systems and network  
controller systems and is a respected researcher and 
professor.

She commutes from Florence every day where her 
husband lives. “He is my fixed point in life. Just as my 
parents were when they were around us. When I need 
some stability, I go to Florence”. She has a busy life; 
moving and working around in the world, teaching, 
and doing research.

Giving back
Why did you want to become a mentor for the IDUN proj-
ect? 

“My own experiences made me say yes to this. When I 
took my Ph.D. I had some difficulties, and I was forced 
to solve them myself. As a mentor I can help my men-
tees to not feel the same in trying to help the younger 
generation facing these problems and solving them.  
I have achieved a lot of things and now I want to give 
back and try to help them. I very much enjoy being a 
mentor in this project. I try to encourage female and 
gender issues in my field. 
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The meaning of life
Laura has done a lot of research in the field of model-
ling and identification of systems and the like to find 
out what is behind a system. 

“What I really like is when you try to model a system to 
understand the laws behind it in a mathematical way 
– and try to identify a model from that data. I like to
identify things; why do we have this, what is the reason 
– I like to know these things. It is in a way the meaning
of life.

Were you like this when you were a little girl too? 

“I don’t know exactly, but I remember when I was 3 
years old, I went to the doctor. And as comfort, be-
cause it hurt, my parents asked me what I wanted for 
a gift. I said a TRUCK!!  I got one and remember playing 
a lot with it in the sand. So, I think at this time I already 
had a feeling of what to become. In retrospect,  I think 
I’ve always been an engineer. I loved Lego, cars, trains 
etc.” 

The poetic professor
Work is important to Laura, but she has some other 
sides as well. She loves to bike and swim, and she has a 
small kayak she uses. And she has a poetic side, which 
she did not know of until one day in 2006. That was a 
big surprise.

“Once, in 2006, I started writing poetry and I couldn’t 
stop. I wrote one novel after the other. I surprised my-
self when I started to write poetry. I didn’t know that I 
had this passion inside me. There were these words 
that wanted to come out. I did not know I even had 
these words inside”. By the time she stopped, she had 
published five novels and three poetry-books on her 
own.

“I really enjoyed it and sometimes these poetic aspects 
of me also come out when I write papers and I need to 
stop it, because scientifically it has to be very logical, 
very structured. This is completely different. It is about 
emotions and feelings. I did not think I could write 
something about myself and feelings.” 

The gender complexes
Laura Giarré has worked in Sicily and had two sabbat-
ical years in California. She finds the view on women 
and treatment of females in academia is the same 
everywhere. She remembers going to conferences 
with only male members in the committees and male 
speakers. So, when she was asked to chair a confer-
ence not long ago, it was with only women in the all the 
committees. (Not including the speakers).

“We had some problems, because the board did not 
want it. In the end it all turned out fine for us with a 
mix of women and men. But it seems that when there 
are all men, there is not a problem, but if there are 
all women or even more women than men, there are 
problems. I don’t not why.” 

Going in the wrong direction
What should we do to make a change? 

“That is hard to know! Clearly the society itself need 
to give help – if everything is on women’s shoulders 
nothing happens”, she says and points out that society 
needs to organise more kindergartens, maternal leave 
for more than two weeks and such things.

“But this is not enough. It helps but doesn’t fix the prob-
lem. Secondly, role models are important to women in 
this field. And I don’t think that this can be solved by 
law. It helps a little – but if all the directors and CEOs 
are men, it won’t help much. We need to work on at-
titudes and respect. In many cultures, women are to 
respect men and positions and agree – also within ac-
ademia. Looking at academia from a feminist perspec-
tive, we are not going in the right direction worldwide. 
Therefore, I am happy we have IDUN which is promot-
ing women in academia. The problems are not solved 
by themselves – we need to give them help. Men don’t 
think about it – but if we never see females, we are 
never going to have role models”. 

The IDUN project thanks Anne-Lise Aakervik for conducting all interviews and her journalistic contribution creating the portraits. 
Credits for photos to photographers: Enrica Quaranta.




