
Alton Convent School welcomes two leading female STEM ambassadors 
to new school laboratories 

Alton Convent School was privileged to play host to two leading lights from the worlds of science 
and engineering. Internationally renowned Astrophysicist Dame Jocelyn Bell Burnell  FRS, FRAS 
delivered a keynote during the day; addressing over one hundred pupils from Year 10 to the Sixth 
Form.  Dame Jocelyn was joined by Dawn Bonfield, President of the Women’s Engineering Society 
(WES) in providing hands on advice during a 
physics extension lesson. These incredible 
ambassadors are patrons of science and 
engineering at the school. During the visit 
Dawn Bonfield also launched the steering 
group for WES’ new Sparks 
(http://www.wes.org.uk/sparks) 
programme, with five pupils from Year 9 to 
the Sixth Form playing a pivotal role. The 
project is seeking to address the STEM opt 
out rate for girls during the critical teenage 
years, through a targeted stream of 
communication. 

Don Johnson, Operations Director and University of Bath placement student, Sophie Williams from 
Alton-based Laleham Health and Beauty also visited. Don and Sophie shared their insights into 
innovation and new product development with nine Year 10 pupils. The girls are embarking on a 
STEM project, which will engage our sister schools in India, Colombia and Germany. 

On the same day pupils from 3 to 11 years old relished the opportunity to explore Dr Mike Leahy's 
Zoo Bus - with snakes, tarantulas and more. 

Alton Convent clearly demonstrated its commitment to STEM when fundraising to upgrade the 
science laboratories last year; the school was also proud to launch the National Schools Outreach 
Programme for WES, in which pupils from Eggar’s and Amery Hill School also participated. 

The new laboratories opened in September 2014, and the momentum continues with today’s 
event just one example. The school is collaborating with five local schools and a number of local 
science and engineering businesses such as Laleham Health and Beauty, in line with the objectives 
of the government’s ‘Your Life’ programme.  

The school is currently reviewing its STEM 
outreach programmes working with the 
Women’s Engineering Society and ambassadors 
from the Institution of Mechanical Engineers. 
The most recent research indicates that in an 
engineering and technology context, females 
are typically more interested in the bigger 
picture, the environmental and social benefits 
along with ethics and interaction with people.  
Furthermore the application of engineering to 

design, medicine, sports, information, environment and agriculture has been revealed to be 
particularly appealing to females. 

http://www.wes.org.uk/sparks


Alton Convent will be inviting aspiring female scientists from Eggar’s and Amery to participate in 
‘SET for Sport’ on March 16th. This is a one day initiative developed by Portia Ltd which looks at 
STEM across a multitude of sporting contexts. 

Industry research also reveals that information on engineering career pathways should be 
introduced at primary age and repeated regularly throughout the school lifetime. The 'leaky 
pipeline' of engineering talent, is most pronounced at 16 but the decision has typically been taken 
at 14.  By omitting maths, or physics as a choice at A-level pupils are significantly narrowing their 
career options. 

The school’s motto is ‘Be the best that you can be’. Alton Convent School is committed to 
providing its pupils with the environment and support to excel in the career path of their choice, 
and to develop and grow as rounded individuals. This extends to STEM, to demystify science and 
engineering whether the child is 3 years old or 18 years old; and to create an awareness of the 
diverse and exciting opportunities opened by the pursuit of science and mathematics. 

As a result of the current and forecast shortfall of engineers in the UK, there is a plethora of 
exciting programmes available to provide hands on engineering experiences for school children. It 
is important that such activities are not one hit wonders and form part of an ongoing STEM 
programme both within an individual school and their wider community. The aforementioned 
community links with local schools and businesses are pivotal to bring engineering to life, create 
opportunities for work experience, collaborative projects, site visits, role models and mentors. 

Education and awareness of opportunities is also fundamental within the parent community who 
are seen as the key influencers for career paths amongst teenage children. This is directly 
impacted by their ‘Science capital’ – ie their own science qualifications or those of members of 
their family. Dame Louise Makin, MA, PhD (Cantab), MBA, DBE, CEO of BTG Group will be speaking 
to parents at the school, as will Maggie Philbin CEO of Teen Tech. 

Alton Convent School is a leading independent school in Hampshire with a long tradition of 
pursuing excellence in education within a caring environment. The school, which incorporates 
the Garden House Day Nursery, educates girls from 6 months to 18 years and boys from 6 
months to 11 years. 

Photos are available from Russell Sachs 

Mobile: 0771 882 6138 

E-Mail: russell.sach@virgin.net 
  
About the Patrons 

Dame Jocelyn Bell Burnell 

Dame Jocelyn Bell Burnell is a Patron of Science and Engineering at Alton Convent School. A Fellow 
of the Royal Society, and the first woman to be elected President of the Institute of Physics, her 
work on pulsars while a research student at Cambridge has been described as ‘the greatest 
astronomical discovery of the 20th Century’. 

Named as one of Britain’s Top 100 Most Powerful Women by BBC Radio 4’s Woman’s Hour in 
2013, Dame Jocelyn is passionate about promoting science among girls and young women.  Dame 
Jocelyn commented, “‘I am delighted to support Alton Convent School as a Patron, along with the 
completion of the new science laboratories, the school is developing a comprehensive programme 

mailto:russell.sach@virgin.net


of speakers and workshops to inspire female scientists in the school and wider community. I am 
proud to play my part.’ 

WES President Dawn Bonfield CEng, FWES  

Dawn Bonfield is President of the Women’s Engineering Society (WES) and a Patron of Science and 
Engineering at Alton Convent School. Dawn is a materials engineer, graduating from Bath 
University with a degree in Materials Science in 1987. She has worked in the atomic energy, 
automotive and aerospace sectors for AERE Harwell, Peugeot SA in Paris, British Aerospace in 
Bristol, and MBDA in Stevenage. 

Dawn is also a chartered engineer, a Fellow of WES and of the Institute of Materials, Minerals and 
Mining. The school worked closely with Dawn to successfully launch the WES national outreach 
programme in 2014. WES and Alton Convent School are continuing their successful partnership to 
further test and develop new STEM offerings for schools. 

  

  

 


