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W 
e reported on our intentions to use our Vice President’s 

Award to undertake Practical Microscopy Workshops for 

student teachers in the March 2012 edition of infocus – now 

we can tell you what actually happened…

Report on the Practical 
Microscopy Workshops 
for student Teachers at 
Gambia College 

RMs VICe PResIDeNT’s AWARD WINNeR 2011

In February 2012 PAGEANT held Microscopy and 

Science Workshops concurrently in two rooms at 

Gambia College (the student teacher college) over 

four days. Gambia College is located in Brikama, 

a town with good tarmac road access, about 

20 miles south of the capital, Banjul. Both rooms 

accommodated about 20, so the 80 student teachers 

attending spent one day at each of the workshops. 

The workshops went really well – the UK party of 

14 plus the wonderful Gambian helpers managing 

to cope with 40 student teachers each day (plus 

a couple of extras that managed to creep in one 

day). The only problem was that the team were 

all so busy that they didn't have time to see what 

was happening in the ‘other’ room. However, the 

Chemistry topic was split between the two rooms, 

so we all managed to get a bit of exposure to that. 

Bob Skipper, a colleague from ERA, managed to run 

the chemistry class in the microscope room and 

then take part later in describing the botany of local 

plants using the microscopes.

The RMS Vice President’s award was used for the 

Microscopy workshops, so this article concentrates 

on these.  Should any readers be interested in what 

went on in the other room they can read all about 

it on the PAGEANT website, at http://pageant.org.

uk/workshops12.htm#workshops12

Pippa says
20 of our 50 prepared microscopy kits were used 

during the workshops, so each student teacher had 

one complete kit to open, use and repack. In this 

way we were able to show them what was available, 

how to use it and how to ensure that the materials 

provided could be ready for re-use on future 

occasions. Each workshop kit contained one Motic 

monocular x20 microscope and one Apex binocular 

x20 stereo microscope, both using reflected light 

to view the samples (50 Motic MS-2 microscopes 

were donated to us by Motic Europe and Apex 

gave us a very good discount on the 30 Examiner 

microscopes they supplied). There were also ten 

multi-objective transmitted light microscopes 

available for the workshop student teachers to 

use. A number of these had been donated by Tyne 

Metropolitan College – they were old but in very 

good condition.  

There were two cartons in each kit, holding a variety 

of related ‘goodies’ designed to keep children 

occupied and interested while waiting for their turn 

to look down an actual microscope. They contained 

a variety of hand-lenses, some cardboard binoculars 

(surprisingly good and VERY popular), a wind-up 

torch for sample illumination, small bug-boxes, 

sample collecting bags and bottles, petri-dishes, 

pipettes, tweezers, slides, glue sticks, labels.... (you 

get the idea).  All these materials had been bought 

and packed up in UK, the final assembling of the kits 

was done in our bedrooms at the Gambian hotel.

The first session of each workshop was spent 

going through the cartons and showing the student 

teachers how the contents could be used by the 

children in their (large) classes. The hand-lenses 

were tried out at increasing magnification, ending 

with a x10 loupe, one of which was given to each 

teacher as their own personal microscope – we 

encouraged them to keep the loupes in their 

pockets and to bring them out whenever they 

found something interesting to look at.

Each student teacher then had three further 

sessions familiarising themselves with the three 

types of microscopes available to them and using 

them to look at a wide variety of samples (both 

those we provided and some that they went out 

and found for themselves). These included biological 

samples and manufactured items – of the latter, 

printing, fabric and Velcro proved to be particularly 

popular. Grasses, flowers, twigs, insects and sand 

were examined and discussed and some of the 
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students found a small puddle of what appeared 

to be clear water – I was then dragged across the 

classroom to see ‘that there are actually creatures 

swimming here!’ Mould on bread was examined with 

interest – and even more so when some students 

found that ‘penicillin from mould’ was among the 

prepared slides we provided for the transmitted 

light microscopes. The enthusiasm was immense 

– ‘Come and see this’; ‘Please look at what I have 

here’; ‘Quick, quick, come here’ and so on made for 

a really rewarding (if exhausting!) four days.

The final session of each day was set aside for the 

student teachers to show what they had learnt 

about using the microscopes and other materials, 

with groups of children from local schools acting 

as guinea pigs. Many of the student teachers did 

really well, though a few had a tendency to ‘hog’ 

the microscopes for themselves. The children were 

enthralled – trying to get them to leave at the end 

of the session was the biggest problem. The group 

that came on the final day asked particularly good 

questions and I found to my surprise that they were 

all only Grade 7 – i.e. just one year out of primary 

school. They came with their science teacher, who 

was also completely absorbed by it all and really 

appreciated the value of all the additional extra 

items we had provided for each kit. He hopes that 

one of the newly graduated science teachers may 

be posted to his school with such a kit – if not. I 

have promised I will do my best to provide him with 

something similar in the near future. 

In all, of the 50 microscopy kits, ten will remain 

at Gambia College, to enable further teaching to 

be carried out there. The other 40 kits will go 

with the student teachers, once they are qualified, 

to the schools to which they are posted. We are 

making some recommendations as to which of the 

workshop participants should be the lucky ones, 

and will try to let others who have not received 

one of these kits receive similar materials as funds 

become available. Many of the newly qualified 

teachers will be posted to schools way up-country, 

where we could never hope to run workshops, so 

this is an excellent way of spreading both materials 

and know-how through The Gambia.

The make-up of the kits will differ slightly: all 50 kits 

will contain one Motic MS-2 microscope and the 

cartons of ‘additional extras’; the ten kits remaining 

‘Come and see this’; 
‘Please look at what 
I have here’; ‘Quick, 
quick, come here’ and 
so on made for a really 
rewarding (if exhausting!) 
four days.
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at Gambia College and ten other kits destined 

for senior schools will contain a transmitted light 

microscope; the other 30 kits for primary and 

junior secondary schools will contain an Apex 

Examiner microscope. In this way the microscopes 

provided will be most suitable for the children of 

the schools to which they go.

And, Kathy
As a keen science graduate I didn’t plan to become 

a microscopist but fell into it and have enjoyed 

a fascinating career looking at food under the 

microscope. The chance to show young people the 

excitement of seeing something you didn’t expect 

by using a microscope and the chance to let them 

see that you can have a job as a microscopist were 

the main reasons I joined Pippa and Ian to help with 

the workshops. 

The planning started many months in advance 

and really was only made possible by the money 

from the Vice President’s Award and the generosity 

of companies donating or reducing the cost of 

equipment for us to take. All the money was used to 

buy equipment to leave with the student teachers 

so that they could take it with them to use in the 

schools. This more than doubles the benefits of the 

workshops as the idea that you have something 

physical to teach children with is a good incentive 

to learn. When we say 50 kits this doesn’t really 

convey the large number of items in each kit, which 

have been described by Pippa above. As you can 

imagine, after a day in fairly crowded conditions; 

many of the different bits had “walked” and finding 

them at the end of the day was a task. It gave the 

student teachers a good idea of what to expect in 

the classrooms though! Ian was particularly good at 

getting the students to find the bits and pack them.

Once we had decided to do chemistry as well as 

physics and microscopy workshops the planning 

became quite intense. The experiments all have 

to be simple enough to repeat with chemicals or 

samples that could easily be sourced in The Gambia. 

The fact that several members of the team were 

either studying chemistry, teaching it or had studied 

it many years ago helped, but there weren’t many 

experienced in the use of microscopes and this 

year we felt the absence of Peter and Katherine 

Evennett who had played such a big part last time.

The memories I will hold dear include; setting up 

transmitted light microscopes first outside and then 

by the window; trying to squeeze into a very small 

gap between excited students to see the slide that 

they wanted to show you; the sound of sheep in the 

background as we tried to speak to the students, 

the need to talk to more than one person at a time 

and the inevitable shepherding of many suitcases 

and boxes through Gatwick and Banjul. Even after 

so many years looking down a microscope, I learnt 

a great deal myself, the contents of two teabag 

samples we had (one a discount tea and one a well-

known brand) was an eye-opener for me as well as 

the students. 

Simple facts are understood much more if you can 

see them; this was brought home by the excitement 

of one of the student teachers at Gambia College as 

he looked at the printing on packaging and saw the 

“dots” in the letters. He had taught this in printing 

technology for many years and never seen it for 

himself.

My husband (an ex-science graduate, now tax 

inspector) and our son, Ian (who is doing science 

A-levels) were helping in the chemistry classes next 

door and the sound of the cornflour bomb and the 

cheer from the students as it went off was amazing.

The welcome we got from everyone and especially 

the students was magnificent and I am excited 

to see what they make of the equipment we left 

behind. It was hard work but very enjoyable. Above 

all, I can’t stress enough the importance of the 

money we received from the RMS and how it will 

help bring people from all over the globe to the 

exciting world of microscopy.

Kathy Grove & Pippa Howard
PAGEANT
www.pageant.org.uk


