IWD - 12.03.2025 - Keynote Speech - Amanda Thurston - Director of Hertfordshire Law Clinic, Principal Lecturer & Solicitor: School of Law & Education
Women in higher Education – breaking barriers & shaping futures. 
I focused on the equality of staff, but equality of students is just as important, if not more so - ensuring they experience fairness for all during their years of education means our students will go out into their chosen careers and professions sharing that same message and focus – so work is actually critical to the wider progress of society. We are creating the lawyers, educators, scientists, doctors and other professionals of tomorrow –  so the impact of how they perceive the position of women during their studies is truly important. It will have a huge influence on how those industries and professions treat women.
Brief introduction - academia is my second career – I have only been at UH for 5.5 years. Prior to that practicing solicitor in Hertfordshire for many years, so have had experience of battling for equality in the legal profession. A story for another day, but given part of our School is creating the lawyers of tomorrow, I have included some details, plus only because of success of women in the aviation industry that I actually became a lawyer. I wanted to be the first female pilot for BA – no idea why as no-one in my family involved in the industry at all, and only ever been on one plane at that stage. Well, it was a short-lived dream as in 1987, BA announced their first female pilot and for some reason I decided that being second or so was not good enough and switched career plans to law 
Many would view law as old-fashioned profession, but finally caught up with offering something close to equality for women after a slow start with first female solicitor 1920 (in Scotland) despite first completing a law degree in 1878. Then in 1922 we had a double-whammy – the first female solicitor and the first practising barrister in England. 
Fast forward to today and we have more female than male lawyers in the UK - 53%. However, only fill 32% of full equity partner positions in firms, considered most senior role. I believe its for the same reason women don’t always succeed to the fullest in any chosen career – the motherhood penalty, but more of that later.
Law played important role in progression for women in other ways - accompanying changes in various legislation over the past 100 years that have enabled further/wider changes to promote women and equality – like voting, divorce & family rights, and employment.  
Return to Education as long regarded as the great equaliser – a force that can empower individuals and transform communities. However, this too was an area where for generations women were denied access to the fundamental right to learn, let alone teach.  
University of London was first in UK to award degrees to women in 1878. By 1920, Oxford was  the penultimate university doing the same and Cambridge finally followed suit in 1948. So finally allowed to study and qualify, but still huge restrictions on being able to teach in those universities. It was Sex Discrimination Act 1975 that women were allowed to gain employment in universities and argue for equal pay.
So we have made remarkable progress to correct the balance in education on gender inequality and the current position that has been reached appears positive.
Across the globe, more women than ever before are enrolling in universities, gaining degrees and postgraduate qualifications, and pursuing advanced research. In many countries female enrolment now surpasses that of men. Women also teaching in institutions across the globe and holding leadership positions in academia.
Success are a result of decades of activism, policy changes and a collective recognition that gender equality in education benefits not just women, but the whole society. Studies have consistently shown that when women are educated, they reinvest in their communities, drive economic growth and contribute to innovation in all sectors.
UH doing particularly well. Our VC wants us to “set the standard of what a modern university should be” and doing well against the national statistics as seen in bold figures, and that is with UH having large STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering & Maths) school which tends to be the area where women (both as staff and students) are under-represented. 
Doing even better within our School of Law & Education where all of top tier senior leadership positions currently held by women – Dean, Deputy Dean and two Associate Deans. In the university’s central senior team, we also two out of three Deputy Vice Chancellors who are women. 
UH gained Athena Swan accreditation - national charter mark scheme for universities showing good practice in gender equality. and support networks. UH provides variety of support, for staff and students, from practical steps to peer groups.
However, not common and must not get complacent as barriers and challenges still persist. Despite women excelling as students, still uncommon for them to reach senior leadership roles in many professions. Gender bias, structural barriers, and cultural expectations often hinder their advancement. Women in academia continue to earn less than male counterparts – even if holding the same qualifications and experience, and gender pay gaps are worse in other areas.
Work-life balance places additional burden on women to successfully pursue their career whilst managing societal expectations to caregive - motherhood penalty. Until e-pregnancies and able to order babies on Amazon pregnancy, child birth, child raising and then on-going / different caring responsibities, and later on the menopause. All causing breaks in work, gaps in CVs, missed opportunities and technology upgrades. All have a negative impact on women and their career progression.  I was even made redundant during one of my pregnancies.
Flexible policies, parental leave and mentorship programmes need to support women throughout their professional journey.  Encouragement is needed – and that needs to start well before higher education. Women need to feel welcome in the fields where they are still under-represented and to have a true (and accessible) pathway to success.
Only last week JP Morgan published a depressing report claiming it will take 134 years for the world to reach gender equality as the positive gains in recent decades have stalled and female representation in senior leadership roles remains at 32% globally. Imagine being born today and still not being able to experience a truly equal society in your lifetime. A definite need for this year’s IWD focus of Accelerate Action 
How do we move on from progress to true parity ? Encourage women into leadership positions, close the pay gap, foster inclusive and supportive environments, challenge stereotypes in STEM, and engage men as allies. This gender partnership is possibly the most important as it means aiming to have more than just 50% of the population believing in women and fighting for them to succeed. 
We need to remember there is power in numbers – and now we have some positive numbers in our favour, we need to utilise our position to find ways to work with men and improve society for everyone. 
Sneakily wanted to get our pro bono projects here in the Law School mentioned, and using this point as that excuse – encouraging ALL students to work together to help and support the most vulnerable in society – often women. Here are some examples of the projects they are involved in.....  
So women succeeding in higher education should not just be a personal goal, but about shaping society locally and beyond. An educated woman, a teacher, becomes a role model for future generations, and breaks barriers so that those coming after us do not have the same obstacles. And should we just be aiming now for equality, but actually equity – giving women what they need to succeed. I may not need a ladder to get to the top, I may need a lift, or at least rungs that were designed for high heels, and a stronger ladder for the caring baggage I bring with me.
So to all the women in this room, and our male allies - everyone has a role to play. Particularly the students who have more years than some of us to make change. Use your voice and your presence – your contributions matter. We need to ensure women have spaces to thrive – from students, to teachers, to leaders and changemakers. Let us all work together to shape the future to ensure higher education is not just inclusive but truly equitable, and to create structures and systems where gender is no longer an issue.


