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Case Study 5
Ken Mollison  STEM Ambassador 

Being an ambassador is all about demystification, Ken Mollison says. “It gives me a buzz. I’ve always liked making things simple, so that people can understand.”

Teaching was an option Ken considered briefly as a fresh-faced physics graduate in the 70s, he says, before taking the industrial path instead. “My dad was a headmaster and warned me off teaching. I’ve worked in controls engineering ever since. 

“I’m now with General Electric in Glasgow. Probably the high point of my career was being responsible for the design and implementation of all the equipment below 1000 volts for a new power station in Yorkshire.” 

It was Ken’s wife, a primary teacher, who first gave him an insight into school problems with science. “She told me how difficult, even traumatic, it can be for some staff to present engineering or science. It occurred to me that I’ve got a bundle of that stuff in my head, and it would be great if I could put it to wider use.”

Around the same time the international volunteer arm of his employers circulated science and engineering outreach information. “Within a fortnight it had all fallen into place, and I’d contacted the folks at Glasgow University to get my ambassador training.”

This was relaxed and informative, Ken says, delivered to half a dozen new recruits at a time. “They were of all ages, including some young graduates, and we came away with a pack of ideas about making science interesting for schoolkids. The DVD was particularly useful and the websites they pointed us to. If we needed more support, they said, we would get it. That gave us confidence.”

Disciplining of pupils, the new ambassadors were told, remained the responsibility of the class teacher, leaving the visitors free to interest, inspire and motivate. “The positive atmosphere we were creating wouldn’t be destroyed by having to be severe with kids,” Ken says. “So despite my lack of classroom experience, I didn’t feel any trepidation in talking to schoolkids about science for the first time.”

There was a little extra pressure on Ken that first time, since it was with his wife’s class at Lainshaw Primary School. “They were doing electricity, so the teacher had collected lots of questions from the kids, which I studied in detail beforehand. I went in very well prepared, with lots of examples in my bag.

“We talked about batteries. We looked at lightning and thunder, which took us into the water cycle. We went through power stations and how electricity is made. When we got to a question about an electricity cable, I pulled one out. I also had a battery-powered glue-gun, which was a big success. It was all great fun for me – and the kids were enthralled.”

Somebody from outside a school who knows his stuff gets a very different reception to teachers the pupils see every day, Ken believes. “What makes it click for them is that it’s someone new coming in especially to talk to them. In secondary school it’s not cool to seem too interested, but in primary school they listen to you very intently.”

That novelty also helps children to remember the science, he believes. “I visited one school to do a session on energy. We looked at how you get oil and gas from under the sea, and. I got them to try sucking chocolate milk through long straws. That was extremely difficult. 

“We then compared it with blowing Coca-Cola through a tube, which they found very easy. So they got the idea of pressure and how it works. I went back to that school this morning to talk to the kids, and was surprised by just how much they had remembered from my session with them months ago.”

Everyone gains from a science ambassador visit, Ken believes. “Personally I love it. The teachers get ideas and activities they can use in the future. The children get enjoyment and another viewpoint on the science. They also get the unexpected. 

“If everything in school was routine, what they learn there would evaporate like mist on a summer morning.”

