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The impact of a social network of peers on academic
achievement and dropout rates in minorities is a well-
studied subject (1). While no formal study of this kind has
been carried out in South Africa, generally, findings
internationally agree that the less isolated minority
students are, the more likely they are to succeed
individually, and as a group (2).  Social networks cannot
however be imposed, they need to be stimulated and
allowed to emerge in the university environment.
 
Women are in minority in STEM fields from as early as
school. We lose many young women during their
undergraduate STEM studies for several reasons. For
many, the obstacles they encounter are similar, and
having an opportunity to share experiences often helps
overcome those.
 
For many years, informal lunches have been organised as
interventions for women in science, when funding is
available. The South African Institute of Physics (3) has
sponsored such lunches for women in physics, to
generally positive feedback from participants. Being
informal and involving small grants, the impact of such
events has not necessarily been fully measured yet. When
feedback is collected, however, it seems to indicate that
the effect of such events could be transformative for
many individual young women studying science.
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Women in Science Lunches
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Following a very successful 2018 Women in
Physics lunch sponsored by the South African
Institute of Physics, and the successful lunch of the
UWC Women in Computer Science sponsored by
Google and UWC Student Development Office in
2017, the Science Faculty of UWC took it upon
itself to organise Women in Science lunches in
2019. The ambition was to reach 1st and 2nd year
female undergraduate in all scientific fields.
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DATE SPEAKERS

A budget of R20,000 was allocated for the
lunches and 4 such events were planned.
Unfortunately only 3 events could take place as
campus disruptions led to the cancellation of the
last event for the year.
 
The venue for the lunches was the Science
Faculty Big Boardroom, which seats 28 people.
Because of the limited seating, we chose to
advertise each event with a focus on departments.
First computer science and information systems,
then chemistry, physics and mathematics.  The
advertising was targeted at first year students
who take mainstream courses, which resulted in
each lunch being attended by students from
several departments.
 
Each event was fully booked and attended at
capacity. It is noteworthy that the event
advertised in the physics department attracted 69
students, who could unfortunately not all be
accommodated. The high rate of signing up could
be due to good advertising in a large mainstream
course, but also to word-of-mouth spreading
about the lunches among students.

04 October Dr. Omowunmi Isafiade
Prof. Mmaki Jantjies

UWC Computer Science
UWC Information Systems

08 October Dr. Honjiswa Conana
Dr. Cherise Dunn
Ms. Senamile Masango

UWC Science Faculty
PhD Biology, Entrepreneur South Africa Makes
UWC Nuclear Physics

10 October Ms. Isabella Rammala
Prof. Louise Leenen

SARAO Radioastronomer, Oxford and Rhodes
UWC Computer Science

28 October
(cancelled)

Dr. Palesa Mothapo
Dr. Fanelwa Ajayi

Stellenbosch University, Biologist
UWC Chemistry



When the challenges of life come your way - and they will -

don't despair. Remember that it is just a phase.

With determination you can get there.

D R .  O M O W U N M I  I S A F I A D E
Computer Science



Be aware of your skills and use the strongest ones to make a

difference. Put your work out there and you will be heard.

P R O F .  M M A K I  J A N T J I E S
Computer Science and Information Systems



Negative messages trigger low self-esteem. I didn't give up on

my passion, and today I am here. It is still hard work, but I can

be proud of everything I have achieved.

M S .  S E N A M I L E  M A S A N G O
Nuclear Physics



Everyone has a unique journey. I have failed a lot, but I

succeeded when I found an environment that uplifted me.

Seek an environment that uplifts you.

D R .  C H E R I S E  D U N N
Engineering



The basics of science don't change. Technology does, but that is

a part of a lifelong learning journey.

If you look carefully, you will see that there are many

opportunities in science. Embrace them.

P R O F .  L O U I S E  L E E N E N
Computer Science



Being a minority, it is sometimes hard to be heard. When my

ideas are dismissed, I doubt my value. But I persevered and now

I am doing my PhD using a telescope I helped commission.

M S .  I S A B E L L A  R A M M A L A
Astrophysics



Whatever your background, it doesn't define you.

You can take inspiration from where you come from, and create

a new future with it.

D R .  H O N J I S W A  C O N A N A
Physics Education



75%
Response

rate

Female
91.7%

Male
5%

Blank
3.3%
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FEEDBACK1 0

98%
Found the event

"Great"

98%
Found the event

useful

PARTICIPANTS

BUDGET

ITEM COST
Catering
Speaker gifts
 
TOTAL

R 3,067 x 3

AMOUNT
R  9,200
R  1,103.92
 
R 10,303.92

R 137.99 x 8



IMPRESSIONS
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Open-ended questions were not designed as a data collection exercise, but rather as a collection of
impressions of challenges facing women in general in the sciences. Analysis of the responses unveil a broad
set of perceived, or experienced challenges, some of which are known and documented, others emerging
from perspicacious answers. We grouped the feedback into broad categories that appeared multiple times in
the feedback.

1 1

What challenges do you think
women face in science in general?

Women are compared to men.
They are seen as inferior and as weak. They are not
seen as capable, as thinkers or as leaders.
 

Women are subject to harsher judgement
than their male counterparts.
They feel that they have to work harder than men to
get the same recognition. They feel that people don't
believe in women as much and would rather take
ideas from men. There are opportunity and pay gaps
that hold women back.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Women feel unheard.
They feel overlooked and not taken seriously.
They feel undermined when they are told that
they are more emotional than men.
 

Women feel discouraged from pursuing
careers in science.
Before studying science, they struggle to explain their
passion to their families. Even after obtaining a
degree, they are nudged towards other careers.
Teaching is often suggested as an alternative career
choice, or staying at home.

Women in science have achieved a

lot, they have set the bar so high

(which is good!) but it also brings

so much more pressure.

Women struggle with self-esteem and
self-confidence.
In an environment dominated by men, they don't
feel that they can express themselves freely.
Another hurdle for women in science was the fear
of entering a male-dominated field. It takes
courage, it is not just a choice.
 

Support structures are important.
Many mentioned a perceived lack of mentorship,
support systems, networking and spaces for sharing
their experiences and were grateful for these lunch
events.
 

Background matters.
Coming from a poor background makes it harder to
convince families that science is a possible career
choice. The pressure put on women from the
financial burden of university studies is more than
for men who go and study science.

They are hopeful.
Women have visibly come through the ranks in recent years and this gives them hope and courage.
They also mentioned that events like the lunches help with the support gaps felt by young women in
science.
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Help us know its okay to struggle,

we can still make it :)

What do you think could help in
general?

Tackle gender biases.
Respondents mentioned the wish to see more
awareness of women in science issues being
communicated to a broad audience, including men.
They also wished for concrete measures to tackle
opportunity and pay gaps.
 

More outreach to younger women and
girls.
Many respondents expressed the wish to see more
outreach to young women and girls at high school
level, showcasing women scientists and their
success stories.

Seeing role models - being role models.
On the one hand there was a strong wish for more
opportunities to network with successful female
scientists and on the other hand, a call to persevere
and to hold on. From the feedback emerged a sense
of doing it not for themselves but also for those
who will come after them.
 

More support systems.
Respondents felt that mentoring opportunities were
an important success factor for them and sought
more networking opportunities and motivational
talks. Some called for membership in women in
science organisations.
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Do you have any specific feedback
regarding being a woman in science
at UWC?

It’s amazing being a woman in

science at UWC. I have so many

goals to reach and I want to make

a difference in our country.

I know that this is going to be

challenging but if we keep

encouraging female scientists, it

will all be okay.

The feedback to this question was overwhelmingly
positive. Most students reported feeling supported
in their studies, notably by female lecturers. They
all also acknowledged that science studies are not
easy and demand a lot of hard work.

No student reported any specific negative
experiences, although several reported feeling very
aware of being in the minority in their classes.
 
Many wished for more events like the lunches and
more awareness raising around issues facing
women in science. Many students also felt
empowered by being women in science at UWC.
 
We can only conclude that these lunches are
extremely valuable for the students.
 
Although no formal feedback was collected from
the speakers, in conversation they unanimously
reported thoroughly enjoying the interaction with
the students. They enjoyed sharing their stories and
most wished events like these were available when
they were students.

I think women can excel and do

science. I love science so much

and I will excel.
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Based on the feedback gathered, we
recommend this initiative be continued in 2020.

Here is most of the feedback to the question about the participants' UWC experience.

Women and men should be openly given equal
platforms to flourish in science.
I have not seen much discrimination on a student
level but in computer science the number of women
declines per level.
Motivational event that I think is very useful to all
students.
I am inspired
Yes, event like these are powerful and necessary to
evoke and stir our passions.
In most of my classes, there are mainly males. But
being a woman does not disadvantage me from doing
the work.
I have a very positive feedback because when I think
that I am a women in science, it brings me a lot of
confidence.
I am really inspired and this talk triggered me to
continue and further my studies despite the
challenges I faced as a black child.
Being a woman in science in UWC has not really given
me goosebumps (excitement) because nothing
interesting has happened besides me dedicating
99.9% of my energy into passing.
It has been a wonderful experience, the support and
encouragement we receive is overwhelming and
amazing.
Being a woman in science at UWC is very
empowering. You get encouraged and supported at
every level.
Being a woman in science at UWC has been a great
experience thus far. We have not experienced any
discrimination.
Being a woman in science at UWC is encouraging
because we are actually being recognised and uplifted
to pursue a career in science and excel in it.
It’s a great and awesome experience to see other
women in science.There’s a major support system.It’s
challenging, yes. But nothing worth having comes
easy. I think it’s not easy because for chemistry and
physics there are lots of males.Yes, this is really
amazing, especially this time where everyone is
approaching the exams.

It is interesting and amazing though there is
challenges.
I think in our generation, women are being
recognised as some pioneers of science and they are
changing the world.
Own it!
I am grateful because being a women in science at
UWC is helping to engage with other women which
is also empowering.
It is the most amazing opportunity and experience
ever. The fact that I can use my mind and skills to
better the world.
It was inspiring :)
They are all inspirational and serve as a great
example of things women can achieve.
Being a woman in science is empowering and
inspiring, because there are so many opportunities
and achievements.
Yes, being a woman in science requires a lot of hard
work but that does not equate it to being
impossible.
No. I am now convinced that many women in UWC
have stumbled their fear and they are now
participants in science.
It is a nice environment and there are many women
who are willing to help where needed.
It is very interesting and exciting so far. I am looking
forward to the future!
There are many opportunities out there. It is just a
matter of confidence and embracing those
opportunities.
I think there are many opportunities out there and
it’s our time to embrace them.
There is so much support from female lecturers and
tutors, it’s really wonderful to see and experience.
I feel that bringing light to this issue (females in
science) should be brought into the classroom. The
more light shed on a topic spreads the information
& importance of getting rid of any stigmas people
may hold.
I did not experience any prejudice in my class
although we were 30% women in the class. Please
have ice-breakers to ease the students.




