The SJC Women’s Leadership Programme
Dr Hannah Nazri (2015, Obstetrics and Gynaecology) & Aislin Sheldon
(2017, Clinical Neuroscience) look back at the Women’s Leadership
Programme, an annual initiative which creates opportunities for
current graduate women to learn from inspiring alumnae and each
other.
The St John’s College Women’s Leadership Programme (WLP) is an annual leadership
initiative for graduate women of the College. The aim of the WLP is to connect current
graduate women with alumnae of the College in order to learn and share experiences
about being a woman in leadership as well as to forge lifelong friendship and
camaraderie. This year is the 40th anniversary for admitting women at St John’s
College, and the 7th year of the WLP. Currently led by Aislin Sheldon and Hannah Nazri
(both third-year DPhil students), this year’s WLP was held in Hilary 2020.
The WLP is structured into 6 workshops with seven alumnae, and focused on the
perspectives of women leaders in academia, intergovernmental organisations, third
sector, sports, and journalism. Each workshop lasted two hours and was followed by
dinner in Hall with the speakers. Mentions of coronavirus first started in our sessions
in January and increased over the coming months. At the beginning of March, we
decided to postpone our last session on journalism and also the end of session dinner.
This dinner is usually hosted in the Senior Common Room with the attendees and
speakers to celebrate the end of the programme, and sadly it could not go ahead during
the pandemic. This has given us an opportunity to plan a fun virtual way to end the
programme, so watch this space!

The attendees of the Women’s Leadership Programme at a post-session dinner

Our first session was with Professor Ruth
Harris (1983, History), a Professor in
Modern History at the University of Oxford
and a Senior Research Fellow at All Souls
College and an Honorary Fellow of St
John’s College. Ruth’s research is
interdisciplinary where she combines the
history of religion and gender, as well as
medicine and science. Ruth spoke about
her experience as one of the few women in
the humanities in Oxford in the 1980s. In
particular, she spoke about her decision to
take up a post at Smith College, an allwomen college in the United States, before
returning back to Oxford in 1990 - as she realised “it was the same everywhere” during
that time. Ruth gave us a valuable insight into the varied career progression into
academia, particularly when you are a female minority. Ruth spoke fondly of St John's
College; in particular of how things are better for women today and advised the women
graduates to “learn to pick your battles” and to “recognise the long game” in the everincreasing and challenging working climate.
Our second session was on the topic of Intergovernmental Organisations. Laurel Baig
(1994, Jurisprudence) is a Prosecutor in the United Nations, as part of the Prosecuting
Sexual Violence Network (PSV). The PSV is a forum for prosecutors at both a national
and international level to collaborate and share resources to prosecute conflict-related
sexual violence cases. As a prosecutor at the PSV, Laurel has indicted atrocity crimes
including those in the Srebrenica genocide. Laurel gave a great insight on her decisions
to pursue law as a career and the highs and lows that goes with the job, especially with
being one of the few women holding key positions at an intergovernmental
organisation such as the United Nations. The main take home messages from Laurel
are “to be fabulous and find ways to contribute in your own way” and that “you have
no regrets for the things you did try.”

Our third session was on the third sector and was led by Robin Gorna (1984, Theology),
a well-known figure in the St John's Women's Network. We were lucky to have her
again to tell us about her work, mainly in the third sector, on AIDS since the early days
(when she was an undergraduate) and for women and sexual and reproductive rights
through the global movement SheDecides which she co-founded. In particular, Robin
spoke about the importance of “being oneself with skill” and of male allies in bringing
positive change for women. She also spoke about keeping an open mind and to always
defer to women in the di!erent communities she has worked with to understand
cultural complexities
rather than making
assumptions. A
leaving message was
how to practice
generosity and care
in our leadership
without giving too
much of ourselves
away by falling into
the feminised role of
a ‘carer’, when
generosity could and
should be practised
by all.
We were spoiled with two speakers for our fourth session, Professor Susan Perkin
(1998, Chemistry) and Professor Liz Fisher (1994, Law). Susan is a professor of Physical
Chemistry and Liz is a Professor of Environmental law both here at Oxford. This session
started with a substantial ‘thud’ of Liz’s DPhil thesis hitting the large stack of books
she authored. Liz reminded us that our academic skills will improve over our careers
and we should not stress about small things in our current writing. We have years
ahead of us to improve and we should not be disappointed by less than perfection in the
early stages of our careers. Susan
gave us a thought-provoking
insight on what being ‘successful’
means in academia. Susan’s
honest approach to grant writing
and the proportion of grants
accepted gave us a realistic view on
academic. Susan and Liz provided
both similar and contrasting
journeys in their routes as a female
professor which was incredibly
helpful for us to know beforehand
what might happen at these
di!erent stages.

Barbara Slater (1982, Human Sciences) is the first female Director of BBC sport and
also Oxford’s first Olympian gymnast who represented Britain at the 1976 Olympics
in Montréal, and we were fortunate to host Barbara for our fifth session. Barbara
spoke about how it is to be successful in business, the reality of managing a large
team and advice on how to navigate di"cult situations. It is known that in job
searches men tend to be confident with around 60% of the application criteria,
whilst women wait until they are nearing 100%. Barbara encouraged us to “be ready
to try something even if we do not have 100% of the skills” and gave us a valuable
insight into how to approach our goals as young women.

The Women’s Leadership Programme has been both inspiring
and empowering for us to pursue the careers in leadership we
desire; we hope to expand this programme for the coming
years. We would like to thank our wonderful speakers for their
time and wisdom, the attendees for their thoughtfulness, the
Women’s Network for their guidance, St John’s College who
kindly funded this programme and the catering sta! who, as
always, provided excellent service.

