Second Edition

WHEN SPARKS SPEAK

July 2025

e Stefania Pecore-

Stefania Pecore
Director of Al Development



When Sparks Speak

Contents.

N° 1

N©° 2

N° 3

N° 4

N° 5

N° 6

N° 7

N©° 8

N° 9

Hello Stefania

Hello Tech

Language and Logic

Learning

Mentorship

Perseverance

Al

Technically Speaking

Patience

When we released the first issue of
When Sparks Speak, we hoped to
create a space where the voices of
women in tech would not only be
heard but celebrated. The response
exceeded anything we imagined.
Messages poured in from readers
who saw themselves in Ideja Bajra’s
journey, who felt inspired to share
their own stories, or who simply said:
thank you for shining this light.

In this second edition, we are
honored to feature Stefania
Pecore, a remarkable leader whose
career Intertwines language, Al
and mentorship with genuine
authenticity, who has deeply
inspired me. Her journey serves as a
powerful reminder that technology
1s not merely about lines of code. It's
fundamentally about connection,
perseverance, and human creativity.

As When Sparks Speak grows, our
mission remains the same: to amplify
women'’s impact in technology and
to ensure their stories inspire the
next wave of innovators. Thank you
for being part of this journey with us.

Elise

Launching When Sparks Speak has
been one of the most rewarding
collaborations of my career. What
began as a conversation on LinkedIn
between Elise and me has now
become a living, growing platform—a
place where stories like Stefania
Pecore’s find their audience and
ignite new ideas.

Our first issue proved something
we've  always  believed: that
representation is not only necessary,
but magnetic. When we highlight the
voices of women shaping the future
of technology, people pay attention—
not just to the stories, but to the
possibilities those stories create.

As we continue, we invite you to see
this magazine as a community as
much as a publication. If you know
a woman whose story deserves to
be told—or if you are that woman—
we hope you'll reach out. Together,
we can make sure that when sparks
speak, the world is listening.

Michael




When Sparks Speak

Ol.
Hello

Stefania

Driven by an early recognition of
the need for inclusive communicati-
on highlighted by language barriers
(stemming from her initial univer-
sity degree in foreign languages),
Stefania’s journey took a pioneering
turn when she introduced the first
Al subject focused on Al and auto-
matic translation at her university
in Italy. Building upon this founda-
tion, she pursued advanced studies,
earning a master’s and Ph.D. in CS,

programming, and NLP in France.

Fuelled by a passion for applying technology to improve communication,
Stefania became a driving force in numerous enterprises across diverse
sectors, spanning education, manufacturing, biotech, and even video ga-
mes. In these roles, she was instrumental in initiating data governance
frameworks and embedding Al ethics principles into various projects and
enterprise strategies. She often drew upon UNESCO guidelines such as
the Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence (RAI) and its
methodologies like the Ethical Impact Assessment (EIA). Her expertise

in integrating NLP and Al solutions significantly enhanced their products

and operations. Eager to share her wealth of experience, Stefania actively
mentors other women and holds prominent positions as a Google Women
Techmakers, Women in Al, and Women in Games Ambassador. In 2024 she
took on the role of Executive Director for Women Techmakers Montréal, a
community led initiative inspired by Google Women Techmakers. In 2025,
Stefania was elected by UNESCO as Al Expert Without Borders which is
a global initiative designed to support Member States in implementing
UNESCOS’'s Recommendation on the Ethics of Al in private and public

sectors.
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02. Hello Tech

How did you enter the tech and Al

space?

| took a course in France about what
was not yet called Al, but computer
assisted translation. | discovered web
programming, and | had never done
any programming even if | was com-
fortable with using a computer. And
then Al was a specification we could

choose.

Was there anything that surprised
you in that class? What lessons have

stuck with you?

The class was truly divided in two. One
half was female dominated. That half
came from linguistics. The other half
was mostly men who had done maths,
computer science or similar courses.

So, | really witnessed the impact of
women-men disparities. It is true
that they were more efficient at lear-
ning programming languages and fra-
meworks. However, the moment we
needed to explain the language struc-
ture and how to deconstruct the lin-
guistics in a way that could be writ-

ten for a computer, that is where they

struggled. That's how connections
between the “two halves” that seemed
separated were created. That's part of
what makes Al magical, there are so
many entry points, and it drives you to

consider different points of view.

You might be a computer science ge-
nius, capable of building the most int-
ricate algorithms and groundbreaking
models. But here's the critical truth
about developing Al: raw technical
brilliance isnt enough. If you don't
grasp the context of your Al tool—how
and where it will be used—it simply

won't be efficient.

Imagine you're developing an Al assis-
tant. Is it for Italy? France? Or perhaps
Canada? Even within a single langua-
ge, like English, usage varies drama-
tically from country to country, or
even state to state. What's perfectly
clear and helpful in one region could
be confusing or even inappropriate in
another. Without understanding these

nuances, your Al risks falling flat.

Beyond cultural and geographic con-

siderations, there's also the technical

language of the domain itself. If you don’t tru-
ly understand what your target users are talking
about—their industry-specific terms, their unique
challenges, their workflow—then creating a truly
functional product, let alone one that sells, beco-

mes an uphill battle.

Ultimately, an Al tool’'s true power comes not just
from its intelligence, but from its relevance to the

real world and the people it's designed to serve.

Responsible Al

Stefania’s dedication to
responsible Al led to
her appointment as an
Al Expert for UNESCO's
Women4Ethical Al program,
providing a platform to

further apply her expertise
in fostering ethical
approaches in Al system
creation.
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Would you say that anyone can get

into Al and that diversity of back-

ground is important too?

Yes, of course. We were a few to

do it already back then and now
with how Al has evolved and beco-

me more accessible it is even more

true. It is a useful answer to everyo-

ne who is scared to start because
| didn't come from a programming
background either. Of course, you
will struggle on some aspects at
first, but you will overcome these

difficulties.

03. Language and Logic

| suppose when you entered the master’s program your school
expected you to be as functional as people who had a strong pro-
gramming background. How did you manage to progress?

While mastering specific programming languages is essential, a
deeper advantage lies in the foundational understanding of logic
and algorithms. This isn't just a technical skill; it's a way of thin-

king that mirrors how we process information in human language.

Think about it: grasping the core
principles of logic and algorithmic
problem-solving provides a powerful
framework that transcends any sing-
le programming language. It makes the
transition from one language to anot-
her significantly smoother, as the un-
derlying concepts of what you're trying
to achieve remain consistent, even if
the how (the syntax) changes. It's akin
to understanding the rules of grammar,
which allows you to learn and adapt to

different human languages more easily.

A key personalinsight has beenapplying
programming principles to the structu-
re of human language itself. This invol-
ves dissecting how we describe actions
and outcomes, how we find the inherent
logic and syntax within our everyday
conversations. This practice of “conver-
sing with the computer” through ana-
lyzing human communication has been
incredibly beneficial for refining pro-
gramming skills, enhancing precision in
thought, and breaking down complex

ideas into manageable, logical steps.
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O4. Learning

What resources did you use to learn ?

In my experience, the best way to learn is to try and fail. | try, | see what
happens and | improve. As long as the computer doesn’t explode, all is
fine. Since | didn't have a strong background in mathematics and pro-
gramming, even to understand machine learning | adopted a more hands-

on approach from the get-go.

What is a project that really helped you learn or

that helped shape your thinking?

One project that significantly shaped my thinking
was a simple assignment we had for our master’s
program. The task involved creating a small car
that we could drag and drive around the screen.
One project that significantly shaped my thinking
was a simple assignment we had for our master’s
program. The task involved creating a small engine

that we could drag and drive around the screen.

We realised at that point that, even if now we have
very smart tools to make these kinds of projects
easily, you really need to grasp that programming
is a step-by-step process. You have to understand

that it works step by step.

The logic and algorithm classes were particularly
beneficial for me, as they explained why it's im-
portant to follow certain programming structu-
res. | also came to realize that we often tend to
overcomplicate things and push the limits of the
programming language itself. Reflecting on my edu-
cational journey, | can see the shift that occurred
over time. When | began my bachelor’s program, |
focused more on the theoretical aspects, but by
the end of my master’s, the emphasis had shifted

to practical applications.
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05. Mentorship

What is a mentorship moment that
changed your career, and how did it
shape your approach to leadership

or problem-solving?

During the pandemic | found a
lady who listened to me and to my
dream to enter the game industry.
She helped me understand how the
industry works, what to do and not
to do and especially how to use my
strengths to be at ease even in an
unfamiliar environment - including

a male dominant environment.

What is the most valuable lesson
you have learned from mentoring
others, and how has it impacted

your work?

| think it's the importance of liste-
ning to others and communicating
inaway that they can really receive
the message. Sometimes we do a lot
of good stuff, but we can’t commu-
nicate it in a way thatisreceived by
others. This is something that | take

with me wherever | go.

What book, movie or podcast has

significantly shaped your thinking?

It's extremely hard to reply to this
question hehe! | don't really have
something significant to share -
maybe the "why café” because it is a
comfy book that lets you take time
to think about yourself, how you
perceive things, and how we are all
different but at the same time we

have similar struggles.
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Was there ever a time you felt
like giving up? How did you push
through? What kept you going?

Yes of course. My expertise is alrea-
dy hard enough because technical-
ly it is between research and deve-
lopment, so you really need to have
a strong mindset and perseverance.

One struggle many colleagues, and
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myself had is to balance being up to date
on the latest developments with unders-
tanding technologies in depth. There is
a subtle line between having in depth
expertise that can last for years (with
continued nourishment) and being the
person who knows about the latest model
released 2 minutes ago. There is a trap
of fake expertise people fall into where
they learn the names of all the models

but not how to use any of them.
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In your opinion, what is a currently
underappreciated Al innovation or
trend that should be getting more

attention?

It's hard to reply to this one because

there are more than one! | would
say Al for resource constrained
environments because it might help
giving Al power where resources are
scarce and it would help the tech

world to be more sustainable.

07. Al

If you had to describe Al with one
metaphor, what would it be and why?
A support. When used in a way where
humans are in control it can support
humans and their uniqueness and
creativity by letting the machine do

the boring and repetitive tasks.

What do you consider the most signi-
ficant ethical challenge Al faces right

now, and how should we address it?

Being transparent both in how it works
and the data that it uses and... the
environmental impact as well as the
human one. Since Al has been given
to the general public and it is not a
research product anymore, we should
have clear standards and protocols -
used globally. It should be transpa-
rent, explainable, and support marg-
ginalized groups that do not have a
clear and powerful communication

channel to raise their concerns with.

What is the biggest myth about Al cur-

rently that you wish to debunk? Why?

Al is not intelligent. Al is not your
friend to ask for advice for your fee-
lings. Al is not right all the time and
we should NOT take for granted that
the replies we receive are correct or

are the only ones possible.
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08. Technically Speaking

How do you manage data quality
issues when training Al models, and
what steps do you take to ensure the

data is suitable for model building?

| start with data profiling and exp-
loration to understand the data it-
self, then | clean the data. After that
I apply feature engineering to make
sure that what | want to do is align-
ed with the data | have and the goal
I have set. Monitoring and auditing

the results over time is also crucial.

That is all on the tech side. On the
project side | make sure that each
type of user is involved and that

their needs and concerns are add-

ressed over time. | ensure they are
able to understand how to use the
model as well as the limits and risks

of the model.

If you were building an Al tool from
scratch, which frameworks, langua-
ges, or tools would you choose?
Could you explain the reasoning be-
hind your choices in regard to your

experience or personal projects?

It's extremely hard to reply to this
because it all depends on the type
of project, the environment you are
using, the freedom you have and, of
course, time constraints. For sure |

would use official and open source

frameworks that a) are judged safe
and that are trackable and b) can be

reshared and re-used by others.

Apart from that | would also make
sure to make a record of every test
and prepare good documentation.
This tracking and tracing is vital for
transparency, which supports future

users following in similar footsteps.
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Could you share an experience whe-
re you had to make an unconventio-
nal decision, which went

against popular opinion or current
trends, on an Al project. How did

you navigate that situation?

It happens from time to time that |
have to scale down or refuse some
projects because they are done in
a "rush mode” without the proper

tools and risk-mitigation plans. Or

PATIEN

the team might want to be an 'Al
first’” company when there is really
no need to use fancy and expensive
Al for the results they want to ob-

tain.

| usually explain the consequences
and try to propose something dif-
ferent that can partially solve the
challenge in the short time while
working on a robust solution on the

long term.
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"Every spark has a story.
Thank you for sharing this journey with us.”

— When Sparks Speak Editors




