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This is a reasonable question and one 

to which all parents choosing single-

sex education and all of us involved in 

it need a positive answer. The origins 

of single-sex schooling may lie in 

history, but this does not explain their 

survival, indeed their flourishing, in 

a world that has moved far beyond 

the original assumptions of their 

foundation.

When it comes to girls’ schools, my 

own, very personal, answer to this 

question is simple. I have worked 

in single-sex boys’, single-sex girls’, 

and co-education. That experience 

has taught me first that it is about 

the right school for the right child, 

and there are no absolute rules; and 

second, that the best girls’ schools are 

genuinely, unequivocally and uniquely 

wonderful places to learn and to work.
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This week's Heads Connected: Why do single-sex schools exist? by Will le Fleming

Head, Shoulders, Knees and Toes

This week Lower I have been sharing their 
knowledge of the human body by creating 
life size diagrams. 

They drew around a member of their team 
and then set about labeling all the parts. 
From liver to lungs, nails to nostrils and 
spine to skull! 

This is the start of the unit where they will 
learn all about the human body, including 
the human skeleton and how muscles and 
joints help us move.  They will also discover 
the importance of a healthy diet and 
lifestyle.
Mrs Jones

  Heads Connected:  
Why do single-sex schools exist?

DofE Awards

The following students have completed 
their Silver DofE Awards during the 
past week. Very well done on their 
achievements.

Gwen Barr
Emma De Wagt
Yasmin Anjam
Imogen Bridge

Elizabeth Freeney
Raffaella Rizzo
Alexandra Gutteridge
Zara Lake
Katy Pickup
 
Mr Godfrey

Glow in the Dark

The Biology department is trialing a new 
genetic engineering practical to make 
bacteria glow in the dark. We look forward 
to hearing more about it.

https://theabbey.co.uk/why-do-single-sex-schools-exist/
https://theabbey.myschoolportal.co.uk/login
https://theabbey.co.uk/why-do-single-sex-schools-exist/


Amnesty Club

As a girls school, we have naturally always 

had a passion for women’s rights. In 

Western society, rights are often thought 

of as social issues, such as the right to 

vote. However the rights we often take 

for granted are to do with rights that are 

necessary to have a basic standard of 

health. A key part of this is the right to 

hygiene products. 

Hygiene poverty excludes and isolates 

those who cannot afford to meet their 

basic hygienic needs. Not only is this 

detrimental to people’s physical health, 

but it knocks people’s self-confidence, 

potentially worsening mental health. 

Moreover, it can become a long-term 

problem because these effects make it 

harder for people to access education or 

a job. 

For women, ‘period poverty’ can make 

these barriers even greater. In the UK, 1 

in 10 girls can't afford to buy menstrual 

products. According to a 2017 survey by 

Bodyform, a sanitary product company, 

almost 50% of girls reported that they 

have felt embarrassed by their period, 

and are reluctant to ask for help with it, 

due to social stigma. Consequently, girls’ 

education has been disrupted by not 

having a safe way to deal with periods, 

as girls miss days of school because of 

their periods. This can quickly become a 

long-run problem, where girls are unable to 

reach opportunities because they are held 

back by their period. 

To address this issue, we decided to 

fundraise for a local charity called The 

Hygiene Bank, which distributes hygiene 

products to those facing hygiene poverty. 

We asked students to bring in new hygiene 

products, focusing on women’s products 

in particular, and made a (pretty large) 

donation to our local Hygiene Bank, in 

Reading. 

As young women, we are determined to 

break the stigma around periods and 

women’s health. We cannot find solutions 

to problems that we are afraid to talk 

about. Therefore, we must use our voices 

to create room for those who are not yet 

heard. 

To find out more about how you can get 

involved with The Hygiene Bank, visit their 

website  https://thehygienebank.com/. 

Amnesty Club Members

Emily and Freya have been participating 

in the Reading Museum Youth Forum. 

Here they reflect on their experiences.

Over the past year, students in the 

Abbey Sixth Form have been given the 

opportunity to take part in the Reading 

Museum Youth Panel. This forum allows 

students to be involved in deciding 

the future of museums in Reading; the 

running of  museums and curating and 

discussing possible exhibitions at Reading 

Museum and the Museum of English Rural 

Life. 

This year the forum has spent time 

focusing on looking at items in Reading 

Museum’s collection from different 

perspectives. This was inspired by the 

Black Lives Matter movement of last 

summer and aims to challenge and 

examine how colonialism has an effect 

on museums everywhere, no matter their 

focus. 

Time has also been spent looking at 

Reading’s diverse community, and 

how the museum can work to present 

Reading’s rich social history, and the 

forum has most recently been organising 

activities and events for an exhibition 

they’ve called ‘Festival 50’. Festival 50 

will centre around the history of Reading 

Festival with a focus on the historical and 

social context of the first 1971 Reading 

Festival!

A space in the exhibition will hold 

materials for comparison between the 

1971 festival and this summer’s Reading 

Festival; young people have been tasked 

with co-curating this space, and creating 

content for it. Students on the youth 

forum will receive workshops in which they 

can work with artists with backgrounds 

in music, media or platform-building to 

learn about these and contribute to the 

exhibition. These will be held in June and 

July.

The youth forum has been a great 

experience for those who took part in 

it, and the History department hopes to 

have students continue to take part in it 

into the future.

Reading Museum Youth Forum

This week the members of the Lower 

III STEAM Club (Science, Technology, 

Engineering, The Arts, Mathematics) 

made their own weather stations. 

These stations could indicate wind speed 

and direction, amount of rainfall and 

temperature. 

The students  are very much looking 

forward to testing them out, and creating 

lots more projects over the coming weeks.
Mrs Jones

Lower III Weather Stations

https://thehygienebank.com/


Alumna of the Week: Widge Woolsey (1989)

Widge Woolsey (1989) founded the charity 

Ufulu named after the Chichewa word for 

freedom, when she returned to Africa and 

realised many women don't have proper 

access to sanitary products. Widge will be 

hosting a webinar next month on her life 

in Malawi and the charity that she runs.  

Details of this will be advertised in the 

coming weeks.

When did you leave the Abbey and what 

are you doing now?

I left the Abbey in 1989, having been there 

since Lower I.  That was a long time of 

wearing dark green and there were both 

good and bad points at spending pretty 

much all of your school life in one place.  I 

actually didn’t do very well in my A Levels, 

despite being predicted high grades. That 

was a big life lesson as I was suddenly left 

rudderless with no clue as to what I was 

supposed to do…my carefully planned out 

life for the next three years was suddenly 

snatched away from me. 

Instead, I went to a secretarial college in 

Oxford for a term, and during this time 

realised that I actually really wanted to 

go to University.  I spent a lot of weekends 

during that term driving down to Swansea 

to stay with a very good friend from school, 

who had gone straight onto Uni, and I 

ended up coxing the Swansea University 

1st Eight, having been a cox for the Abbey 

1st crew during the Sixth Form.  So, in 

December of ’89, as my seccy course came 

to an end, I put in my UCAS application to 

read English and Philosophy at Swansea, 

despite not having studied English A Level; 

and then did two years of English A Level 

in three months at Windsor College.  I have 

never worked so hard in my life; and ended 

up with the highest A grade in English 

in the South East – I knew I should have 

listened to Mrs Howes when she told me to 

study English.

I loved my time at Swansea, I discovered 

surfing and spent a lot of time on the 

beach. I travelled as much as I could in the 

long vacs and still had no clue as to what I 

was going to do with my life.  The summer 

after my finals was spent working double 

shifts in a wine bar and then I took a gap 

year and went to Africa.  I was supposed 

to go and work at the Gorilla foundation 

in Rwanda with Frontier, but the genocide 

of ’94 put paid to that.  Instead, I flew to 

South Africa, ended up working on a safari 

lodge for 3 months and then embarked on 

a solo hitch hike from Cape Town headed 

north.  I had no plans and no set route.  I 

ended up on the northern Ethiopian border 

some months later, blocked by the wars in 

Sudan and Chad unable to go any further; 

so I turned around, made my way back to 

Joburg and eventually flew home.

26 years later, I am back in Africa running 

an NGO in Malawi that I have set up (www.

ufulu.org), distributing free menstrual cups 

to women and girls.  The work is hard, 

frustrating and scary all in one.  I had no 

set plan when I started this project – I 

was just outraged that in the 21st century 

so many women still suffer in silence 

from period poverty.  When it affects a 

young girl’s ability to go to school then 

something needs to be done.  Two years 

on from my initial crowd funding project I 

am the CEO of a charity registered in the 

UK and Malawi, having changed the lives 

of over 2,000 women and girls.  But an 

awful lot has happened in between.  I’ve 

worked in advertising, for investment banks 

and hedge funds, in the film industry in 

Africa, for a Wildlife Trust in the UK and 

as Student Liaison officer for a school in 

Wales.  I have not had what you might 

ever call a set career path, but I am loving 

where I am right now.

What do you miss most about The 

Abbey?

Having left school 32 years ago, I wouldn’t 

say that there is anything that I particularly 

miss about The Abbey – it was too long 

ago.  What I can say is that I formed some 

lifelong friendships which I treasure dearly.  

I am lucky enough to have girls that I am 

still friends with, that I first met back in 

Lower I and I consider myself incredibly 

lucky to have them in my life.  I left The 

Abbey having been a prefect and House 

Captain, having represented the school on 

the hockey team all the way through senior 

school and been in the first truly successful 

rowing team. 

What would you say is your greatest 

achievement?

This is a hard one to answer and I don’t 

think I can pick one thing.  Definitely 

starting an NGO (with no idea of how far 

it would go), working on a BBC Wildlife 

documentary filming Wild Dogs in 

Botswana and gaining a chainsaw licence 

– I can legally chop down trees up to 2m 

in diameter if I choose.  If I were asked to 

pick one of those three, I would probably 

say that at the time, working as part of 

a 3-man film team, being paid to follow, 

study and film Wild Dogs in the Okavango 

was my dream job. 

I loved every minute of it.  Living 5 hours 

hard drive from the nearest human 

habitation, in the middle of the Delta, 

being paid to be in the bush was just 

magical.  

It was hard work, sometimes scary, 

sometimes mundane but I was in one 

of the most beautiful places on earth, 

surrounded by stunning wildlife and 

scenery and I pinched myself most days to 

make sure it was real.  I spent 18 months 

there, and it went by in a flash.  9/11 

happened whilst I was out there, and we 

didn’t know anything about it until 2 weeks 

later when a helicopter pilot flew into camp 

to do aerial shots.  

We were completely cut off from the 

outside world – and having been in London 

for 7th July, I am still grateful for that level 

of isolation, when the world seemed to fall 

apart for so many others.  Right now, as I 

sit in a café in Lilongwe, Malawi typing this, 

surrounded by greenery and a freedom the 

West has long since despaired of gaining 

back, I am still grateful for everything that 

Africa has both given, and continues to 

give me.  I hope that in years to come, that 

starting Ufulu will be seen as my greatest 

achievement, my legacy if you will.  But 

right now, I can’t see the wood for the trees 

– who knows what a few years will bring, 

I’m just enjoying the journey.

What advice would you give to current 

students?

Don’t worry about what you are going to 

do with your life.  For years I mapped out 

my life – I was going to do this, this and 

this; and then this, this and this would 

happen.  I was constantly disappointed 

and frustrated.  If you are unsure as to 

what you want to do, then think about 

what makes you tick.  What gives you joy?  

What interests you?  Is it people? Using 

your hands? Organising things?  Learning 

new skills?  Travelling?

What is your favourite subject – not 

necessarily the one that you get the 

highest marks for, but the one that you 

want to read more about?  Do that subject 

at university.  Get involved in as many 

activities as you can – the academic side is 

only part of it.  
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Mental Health Awareness Week

As part of Mental Health Awareness 

Week, Leila from Upper II shared her 

presentation about anxiety, and she did an 

absolutely fantastic job! Leila should be so 

proud of herself for being brave enough to 

discuss this topic with her peers, as well as 

approaching it with sensitivity. 

She had clearly spent time independently 

researching coping strategies and 

confidently explained them to her 

classmates.  

The other members of her class responded 

with kindness, curiosity and, at times, relief, 

as many of them expressed that they 

thought that only they experienced these 

sorts of feelings!'

 

Feedback from peers:

"It was really, really good and I am now 

more comfortable talking about my own 

anxiety. Leila put so much effort into it and 

she should be proud!"

 

"I learnt about grounding and how to 

become more calm."

 

Leila's reflection:

"At the start I felt really nervous about 

presenting my slides to the class, but 

as I got into it I became much more 

comfortable talking to them about anxiety. 

It was great to see how curious they all 

were and that they were willing to share 

their own experiences."

Ice Cream and Sprinkles

This week Lower I enjoyed 'Ice cream and 
sprinkles' with Mrs Kaura in The Space.

A little treat after lunch, students were 
excited to meet the Head and they used 
the time wisely to ask questions about 
clubs and activities at the Junior School.

Araliya, as one of our Upper II (Year 5) 

athletes is particularly enjoying being back 

in the midst of training and competing. 

As a member of Reading Athletics Club, 

she's kept her training ticking over during 

lockdown because of her love of being 

active. She's joined in remote training 

and virtual championships, but there’s 

nothing quite like a bit of real life side-by-

side competition to get the adrenaline 

pumping.

Araliya is an all-rounder, enjoying a range 

of events and not looking to specialise 

yet, and rightly so – keeping her options 

open. Her favourite events are 800m and 

hurdles. She is new to the latter and it is 

technically challenging trying to smooth 

out her stride pattern between the hurdles. 

She was nervous and excited to be in her 

first race and despite the gun making her 

jump at the start she is really enjoying the 

experience of training and racing with girls 

of different ages from different schools 

who have become good friends. This 

allows her some 'insider knowledge' when 

competing against them, but also makes it 

fun at the same time, relishing the squad 

atmosphere and the opportunity to let 

off some steam from school work. Her 

recommendation to others thinking about 

joining a sports club would be to "give it 

a go!"

Watch this space over the summer as 

Araliya and other Abbey athletes use their 

focus and passion for athletics to gain 

additional speed! 

Upper II Athlete


