[image: image1.jpg]STEM
AMBASSADORS
ILLUMINATING
FUTURES



Case Study 4
Linda Thomson  STEM Ambassador 

Young children ask the same sort of questions as scientists, says Linda Thomson. “‘If we changed this what would happen?’ ‘Could we try that?’ ‘What if we did it this way?’”

“It’s great to see them coming up with so many questions and ideas. Their enthusiasm is infectious. It makes it very enjoyable for me.”

With a PhD in pharmaceutical science and a background in chemistry and the pharmaceutical industry, Linda came to science outreach by accident, she says. “A work colleague asked if I would go along and help out, and I said ‘yes’ without quite realising what was involved.”

A week of workshops and 1200 young people later, she had gone through a fast learning phase, dispelled any initial uncertainty and discovered that she liked communicating and presenting science. “But it was a few years before another opportunity came along. I then found myself doing a number of chemistry outreach events, and several people suggested I become a STEM Ambassador”.

“I looked them up on the internet and found a training day with Science Connects that I could attend. They gave us lots of hints, tips, handouts and information.”

In time, Linda found the outreach and presenting activities open to a STEM Ambassador so satisfying that she decided to make a career move. “I’ve become a science presenter-communicator, doing a variety of projects, as well as working in the chemistry department at the University of Strathclyde, teaching transferable skills like scientific writing, communication and presentations.”

Young people are fascinated by what scientists actually do, she has discovered. “They want to know about projects I’ve worked on and the different ways you can use science. I explain what’s involved in being a chemist or an analyst. You spark their imaginations by telling them about real science.

“We organise workshops, experiments and activities that apply the chemistry they get from their teachers to real-world problems. Take forensics, which is a topic I often use. We can spend a whole day on that, getting them to look at evidence, run tests, try to solve a case. They find it fascinating.”

 Linda’s experience enables her to choose materials that are readily available to teachers, pupils and parents, she says. “I try to avoid using chemicals that need to be ordered from chemical suppliers. This means the teachers can repeat the activities themselves in future - and the children can do them at home, which they often ask about.”

A popular activity is extracting DNA from a banana, she says. “All the ingredients come straight from a supermarket. So the children can experiment with different fruits and vegetables when they get home.”

Within forensics alone, Linda has used about a dozen different activities, which educate and entertain young people of all ages, for anything from an hour to a whole day. “They’re all hands-on,” she says. “They love that. 

“They can see how one thing affects another. While they’re working, I’ll start them off with one question: ‘What do you think would happen if .. ?’ Then, before you know it, they’re coming up with all sorts of questions themselves: ‘If we weren’t using this, what would happen?’ ‘If we added more of that what would it do?’

“Children have a natural ability to ask questions. Even the tiny ones. They’re the young scientists of the future.”

